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BOOK ONE



CHAPTER ONE

I was brought up by an Airedale. I won’t deny it, ’tis the truth and nothing but, Your Honour—a bumbling, oversized shaggy great Airedale. The earliest memory I have of anything resembling a pater familia, bouncer, male-nurse or God is that dear slobbering old Airedale. My sword, my lance, my shield, he never failed to stand at the ready to rescue me from all my early Moriarties! Wherever I happened to be—on the floor, in my bath or on the potty, there—looming above me, panting heavily, one large, drooling Airedale reporting for duty, sir! If I went for a ride in my little cart, I would look away and pretend there was no one there at all and then when I did look back, of course he was there. He was always there padding along beside me—how could I miss him? He was my only horizon—he filled the sky. Like Romulus or Remus, I was his cub and he was my Wolf of Rome. His name was Byng.
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Me and Byng


He was christened after another shaggy old Airedale, Field Marshal Lord Byng of Vimy, whom my grandparents had known when he was governor general; and also for the very good reason that if any of our household showed guts enough to sit down to tea or play a hand at bridge, the day’s calm would invariably become a stormy séance as tables, taking on a life of their own, began to shake violently and with one quick loud explosion, Bing! they would catapult themselves ceiling-ward as teapots, cups, toast, crumpets, cards and markers flew madly across the room! My canine patron had, quite simply, decided to rise.


But I like Byng, my dog, because

He doesn’t know how to behave

So Byng’s the same as the First Friend was

And I am the Man in the Cave

(Apologies to Kipling)


Nothing ever came between us—Your Honour—nothing—he was my world; I knew no other. Until one day, one sobering day, the spell was broken when a meddling family friend pointed out to me that the nice tall lady pushing my pram was my mother.

Mummies and dogs! You can beat ’em, kick ’em, treat ’em as shabbily as you like—they will eternally forgive you and still come back for more. Such degree of devotion is as hard to grasp as it is unshakable. Being a child, I had no comprehension of it. It embarrassed me. I regularly ran away from it; in fact, I still do.


I didn’t throw myself into the struggle for life—

I threw my mother into it.

—G. B. SHAW


I came into the world that monster of infant monsters, who can clear a room more swiftly than a Sherman tank; that very monster which causes fear, dread, revulsion to seal the lips of those that dare to speak its name—The Only Child! And being an only child I was more than frequently left on my own. Can you blame ’em?! A little boy’s mind can play some pretty macabre tricks on itself. I was so damned terrified of the dark that Mother had to sing me to sleep, snatches of old French songs she particularly loved.


Chante, rossignol, chante,

Toi qui as le coeur gai

Il y a longtemps que je t’aime,

Jamais, je ne t’oublierai.


But the terror never left. It stayed through all the early years. Because of books, which Mother insisted I read, my imagination began to take over, and the long winters gave one so much time to dream up horrors. My grandparents’ tall, forbidding house in the city could be pretty ominous, full of dark corners to jump out of and scare yourself to death. Every time I tried to rob my grandfather’s overcoat pocket of change so I could sneak downtown to Ben’s delicatessen for a smoked-meat sandwich and a Coke, some sudden sound would force me to drop everything and run like hell. My room was on the very top floor and in the middle of the night I would steal from my bed and sit shivering on the uppermost step, clinging tight to old Byng, staring down into the center of the long circular staircase, down into that black hole, that bottomless pit, and wait—wait for “them,” whoever “they” were, to climb up and get us.

Every spring we moved to the country. Lingering in the city after school, I generally took one of the late-night trains. As they never knew when I’d arrive, there was no family car to meet me and I was obliged to walk the long way home. When finally I reached our gate, I was tired and hungry but there was still some distance to go. Our driveway from the gate to the house was at least a half-mile long—it was always dark—no street-lamps lit the way. The first portion of the drive was long and straight but suddenly it dipped precipitously and turned a sharp corner. It was next to impossible to see. I could only feel my way and would invariably slip and fall on the loose gravel.
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Mother and me in our driveway


The drive resumed, snaking along by a deep swamp to my left near the edge of the lake. The dense woods which made the darkness even more impenetrable gave out a dank fenlike smell. I kept glancing behind as I hurried along but there was never anyone following me. To gain confidence I tried singing, but the sound of my voice was more sinister than the darkness itself, so I quickly gave up. A faint light glowed from the fields to my right and more than once I was sure that I saw, lit by a young moon, a still, solitary figure standing there. I bolted the rest of the way up the hill and it wasn’t till I reached the top and could see, through the eight tall poplars the lights from the house beyond, that my heart stopped pounding.


Very softly down the glade runs a waiting, watching shade,

And the whisper spreads and widens far and near;

And the sweat is on thy brow, for he passes even now—

He is Fear, O Little Hunter, he is Fear.

—RUDYARD KIPLING


More than once in the mountains north of the city, snowshoeing in the woods, I would lose my way. Night fell and I’d stop and stand dead still listening to the wind. The ice-bound trees cracked and rattled like the bones of skeletons. I was sure I would freeze to death. I started to cry and the tears froze against my face—little icicles hanging from my eyelids. The wind was stronger now and began to moan and howl through the tops of the pines, a sad and terrifying sound. I was certain at any moment I would be snatched up by that Spirit that hovers high above the trees the half-breeds talk of—that carries you away into the sky at such frightening speed that you burn alive. And so the energy that imagination generates warmed me, and at last, I could concentrate and find my bearings.

In the snow-covered city, I would ski from the top of Mount Royal down its winding trails past the great stone wall surrounding an estate called Raven’scrag and onto our street, Pine Avenue. Often Mother would join me on her skis, but she also loved taking walks up those same trails. Frequently alone, as her selfish wayward son had less and less time for Mummy, she very seldom wore an overcoat even on the most frigid day, just a heavy tweed suit, thick brogues and flowing scarf. Very thirties, very smart, very brave! One late afternoon as I whirled down the hill full speed along by Raven’scrag’s wall, I saw her coming up toward me on foot. I waved at her as I whisked past and out of the corner of my eye I saw her wave back. When I reached the bottom I looked around, but to my astonishment there was no one there, just an empty hill. I climbed up the trail again on my skis; how could she have disappeared so quickly? Was she behind the wall? But there was no door, hole or space into which she could have vanished. Had my eyes deceived me? Had I seen her at all? I kept still and listened for footsteps on the hard crust—there was nothing but silence. The sun dipped behind the mountain and a chill set my teeth chattering. I turned and skied the rest of the way home faster than I had ever made it before.

         

AS A FAMILY we were knee-deep in dogs—Canines Unlimited. That was all right by me. I adored them all. But to one in particular, a long-suffering cocker spaniel called Scampy, I am ashamed to say I was rather cruel. We played “power games” together, instigated by me, of course, and I caused him to suffer a bit, I’m afraid—just the sort of tricks a lonely, spoiled-brat child with too much time on his hands might play. Until one day I saw something that made me swear that I would never ever hurt an animal of any kind again.

It was dead winter in Montreal, an uncomfortable cold, the roads treacherous, icy—almost impassable—no traffic to speak of. I was staring out of our living room bay window onto the streets below. The familiar little horse-drawn cart carrying coal came clattering with difficulty up the steep hill. The same horse, the same old man that had made this trip together winter after winter since time began. The ancient horse, now almost all bones, was faithfully struggling to reach the summit—the old man urging him on with his whip. But the hooves could not get a grip on the ice. The horse bravely kept up the struggle, slipping backwards as he went. The old man, beside himself, gave the poor nag a severe lashing—but in vain—the horse stopped. He could move no longer. One last lash of the whip proved too much. His heart cracked as he sagged to the ground between the halters. It began to snow. Something heaved inside me—I ran from the window to hide and when I returned I looked down and the old man, his livelihood gone forever, was sitting in the middle of the road cradling the horse’s head in his arms—rocking back and forth in silent grief as the big gentle flakes began to cover everything beneath them in a warm soft blessing.


There’s an island deep down in my sleep

A lost land I long to find

But I wake ’ere I reach the island

So it must only live in my mind.


It could be the dream we yearn for

That on earth we may never attain

But I know there was love on that island

For it chased away all of my pain.


If you looked through the oaks and the balm of Gilead across the bay from our country house on the shore, you could just see the island. You couldn’t always quite make it out, not all at once, and sometimes it simply decided in its mischievous way to hide behind a fog—but from my earliest infancy, I knew it was there. It seemed to float on its own, just a little above the water, not too permanent a thing as if, free of its moorings, it would drift away at any moment. I just hoped it wouldn’t forget me but beg me to follow.

It had a habit of disappearing and reappearing through the mist and beckoning…always beckoning. When I grew older I was allowed to go there with my mother. It was like playing truant; it was the most wonderful escape. It didn’t take me long to realize it was an escape for Mother too.

It belonged to her greatest friend—a lady of similar age with the warmest, most sympathetic of hearts and the deepest, darkest, most beautiful eyes I had ever seen. Her name was Pauline but everyone called her “Polly” and the island was “Polly’s Island.” She was Canadien Français, spoke a little of all sorts of languages and her English was unique. Her voice was coated with a husky timbre which was not unmusical and in an extraordinary way enhanced her attractiveness; its Creole-like drawl made you want to smile. It gave her conversation an unusual extravagance—an almost theatrical cadence—she elongated her “ma chères,” affectionately stretching them out to infinity. When she spoke, the world was an easy place to be in. She made me feel as grown-up and as wise as she, and she listened as if I were her only friend.

The island on weekends overflowed with guests from all over the globe, it seemed, considering the variety of tongues, and Polly, with breathtaking ease, practiced her phenomenal talent for making everyone feel that this was perhaps the only home they’d ever had. No one wanted to leave. Whenever there was a crowd, Mother and I knew just where to hide. On the way up to the house there was a bridge where we could stare down at the giant lily pads that carpeted the black waters below. There were lots of mysterious paths through the woods with surprise openings where we could both get splashed from the waves crashing against the shore; the swimming hole, with a raft you could swim out to, the stables which housed the ponies, and the inlets through which we would paddle our canoe and watch the bitterns stand on one leg or listen to the long sad chorale of the frogs.

Polly had the most exquisite eye, and there was always the heady fragrance of fresh-cut flowers that penetrated every room. The great screened-in porch with its burnt-sienna tiles where cool drinks were served was the place to while away many an hour looking out across the lawn to the far point at the island’s tip and watch the sun go down. This enchanted isle would remain for me throughout my life, a hidden world…a place lodged firmly in the heart. It also became for me all the islands I never knew, perhaps too far at times to reach, and almost always, a little too wondrous to be true.


Lord Ronald said nothing; he flung himself from the room,
 
flung himself upon his horse and rode madly off in all directions.

—STEPHEN LEACOCK


I couldn’t stay on and I couldn’t fall off! I clung for dear life to the coarse tufts as the monster bucked and reared. I had perched myself on a high stone wall eagerly waiting for one of them to meander my way, at least near enough that I could slide on without having to mount, which at my size was not possible. I was only nine or ten years old. It was my first time—it looked easy—it was. I slipped onto its bare back, no saddle, no reins—just a quiet, docile farm horse. Suddenly a piercing cry sounded directly behind me and something crashed into us with the force of a freight train. Limbs and hooves slashed the air high above my head—my steed bolted, almost throwing me to the ground, then abruptly jerked to a jolting stop. This was repeated over and over. Miraculously, I stayed on. The creature would ram into us as before, madly pawing the sky. Dear God, it was trying to climb on! I’d been too dumb and naive to realize it was a mare I’d picked for my first ride—and a mare in heat, to boot! Now the furious hot stallion was alongside banging against my legs with its flank determined to remove me from the object of its affection—I was clearly in its way. I dared not let go for fear of falling and being trampled to death. How long this endured I cannot say. My legs were black and blue, searing with pain. Finally I fell to the ground exhausted. I managed somehow to avoid those pounding hooves, and limping away as fast as I could into a nearby barn, I threw myself onto a stack of hay where I remained till at last I regained my breath. For a good part of my life I’ve been riding these dinosaurs both professionally and socially, but ever since that mad, unbalanced morning a keen wariness and a sharp tremour of apprehension has stayed with me always. Consequently, to use the silliest of expressions, I have never found my seat.

Of course I dared not relate this episode to anyone. Too many “cry wolf” stories had fallen on deaf ears; my grandmother would simply have boxed mine. In fact, very few paid heed to a would-be Eulen-spiegel, whose merry pranks had the consistent habit of backfiring, so to gain the attention of my elders I began to imagine I was someone else, someone far superior, who like Kipling’s Kangaroo cried with frivolous impudence, “Make me different from all other animals! Make me also wonderfully popular by five this afternoon.” I blush to admit I quickly became a rather ruthless fabricator of facts who under the tender care of some blind and senile god had so far remained impervious to discovery. I also confess that from the very outset, my timing in life has been a trifle askew, slightly off season. Whenever an auspicious occasion has arisen, I have arrived just when the moment has decided to move on—a split second after the climax, if you’ll forgive the phrase. As I have never been at one with a horse, so have I never felt quite at ease in the present. The French have two little words for it—“sans epoch”! If there is to be any blame attached to this somewhat hapless state, let it point to the time warp in which I found myself growing up.

         

UNLIKE MOST theatrical “gypsies” on this continent, life began for me on a tiny atoll of privilege in a late-blooming fin de siècle. Looking back, none of it seems quite real. There was always present a whimsical sense of the intangible, as if it were all a mirage—a Narnia among the tomahawks. It came and went in the time it takes a boy to become a youth, but it left behind its ghost—a lingering, not unsmiling ghost to remind me of its secret. In a land which many still believe is inhabited only by the Bear, the Beaver and the Mountie, it was a secret to be cherished, a jewel in the tundra. I was caught in an eddy which whirled about this little princedom by the lake; it made me drunk and it made me dizzy—I may be caught there still.



CHAPTER TWO

A COLONIAL PARADISE

My great-great-great-grandfather, John Bethune, is the first known member of the Canadian branch on my mother, “Belle” Abbott’s side of the family. Boswell mentions him in his Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides with Samuel Johnson in 1785. According to genealogy, Bethune claims descendence from a man named Bethan or Beaton who came to the Isle of Iona with Saint Columba around AD 563. For a great many years the Beatons were ministers in the pre-Reformation Church. At the time of Boswell’s interview with my ancestor, Bethune was on his way to North Carolina. When the American Revolution broke out, he opted for the British side and was captured at the Battle of Widow Moores Creek Bridge in the winter of 1776. Being a padre he was released in exchange for prisoners and made his way north across the border where he founded many a Presbyterian congregation all over what is now eastern Ontario, including St. Gabriel’s in Montreal, considered the mother church of Presbyterianism in British North America.

Norman Bethune, the eccentric and rebellious doctor of the nineteen twenties and thirties, famous for throwing instruments away in disgust during operations, then going home and inventing new ones, is a descendant. In direct contrast to his patrician forebears, he was one of Canada’s earliest Communists. While serving a prison term he contracted TB, which he cured by operating on himself in his cell. Norman Bethune joined the freedom fighters in the Spanish Civil War. He had invented a method for transporting blood plasma and the mobile blood unit, which he used to great effect operating on the battlefield. He brought his units with him to China, where he formed a bond with Chairman Mao Tse-tung and served at his side against the Nationalists in the famous Long March where he saved a staggering amount of lives during the height of battle. He had to work so fast in the midst of gunfire that he became cocky and threw away his rubber gloves, complaining they were a waste of precious time. Ironically, he eventually was infected and died of blood poisoning. Bethune was just about the only white man Mao ever trusted, and to this day, he is considered somewhat of a saint in China. Whenever Chinese delegations, including their Ping-Pong team, come to Canada, the first thing they do is to go straight to Norman’s home in Gravenhurst, Ontario, to pay him homage.

Back in the early nineteenth century the elder Bethune’s son, Rev. John (John, Jr.), having converted to the Church of England, became rector of Christ Church Cathedral and Dean of Montreal. He was also a founding member of McGill University and its acting principal for eleven years until 1846, thus fortifying the foundations of our family’s long history with that great college. Settled comfortably in Montreal, the good reverend married and had a daughter, Mary, who became the wife of my direct great-grandfather, the Right Honourable Sir John Joseph Caldwell Abbott, one of Canada’s earliest successful corporation lawyers and its first native-born prime minister.
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Great-grandfather reading on his yacht, ignoring everyone about him


Having amassed a considerable fortune and fascinated by the need for railroads to link our vast country, he bought his own, the Montreal and Bytown Railway. He also became president of the Canada Central Railway, which he amalgamated with the Brockville and Ottawa Line, and tracks like tentacles slowly began to extend westward. It is of little surprise, therefore, that he further encouraged Prime Minister John A. Macdonald’s own private vision for the construction of a trans-Canadian railroad and that he, with his client and friend Sir Hugh Allan, then the country’s wealthiest man (Allan Steamship Lines, Merchants Bank, etc.) would begin to set the wheels turning.

Sir Hugh saw the railroad as a means to gain total control of the sea on both coasts, and he and Abbott were convinced that to achieve this link successfully and efficiently, the job could not be done without financial aid from the United States.

With Premier John A. Macdonald’s full knowledge, they secretly enlisted backing principally from American railway tycoon Jay Cooke, clearly aware that if this was uncovered, it would be extremely unpopular and highly embarrassing.

Unfortunately, the documents concerning the negotiations were stolen, and bribery, not so frowned upon then as it is now, became a necessary evil. A royal commission was formed to “investigate,” and this bold, daring and delicate exercise came to be known as the Pacific Scandal.

Macdonald resigned, Allan and Abbott went to England for backing there and were successful to a point, but Sir Hugh, fed up to the teeth, withdrew from the project and went back to his family business and his large estate, the Raven’scrag I have already mentioned, atop Mount Royal, whose stone walls I climbed many a time as a young boy. Although immersed in the scandal up to his sideburns, it failed to sink my great-grandfather. He survived and prospered and never once gave up on the Canadian Pacific dream. With Macdonald’s party back in power, he spent the major part of his time arranging financing for this massive undertaking. So, when his two clients, Lord Strathcona and Lord Mount Stephen who, with R. B. Angus and Sir William Van Horne, formed the big foursome that finally made the Canadian Pacific Railway a reality, it was the sole author of its charter, John Abbott, whose historic contract with the government had paved the way.

In the rather infamous St. Albans case of 1864, Great-Grandfather acted for the leaders of escaped Confederate soldiers who, after seeking asylum in Canada during the American Civil War, raided (in plainclothes) the town of St. Albans over the border in Vermont. There they seized its principal officials, rifled several banks, tried to set the town on fire and finally withdrew back over the frontier. This breach of Canadian neutrality could not be overlooked and the leaders were arrested, but a writ of habeas corpus was requested. There ensued a certain amount of correspondence between my great-grandfather and President Lincoln, but the White House insisted the offenders were not Confederates, just ordinary criminals masquerading as army. Abbott proved in the court proceedings that followed the raiders to be indeed Confederate soldiers committing an act of war and not criminals and his clients were discharged. Two years before when Canada was threatened with invasion from the south during the Civil War, Sir John raised and commanded as its lieutenant colonel his own regiment, the Eleventh Argenteuil Raiders, and twice led them on active service “to repel brigands within our neighbor’s territory.”

It was, however, in advising big business on both sides of the border that he excelled. His comrades jokingly nicknamed him the “Great Pooh-Bah” or “Lord High Everything Else” because he headed so many different organizations—government leader of the Senate for many years, Montreal’s chief justice and its mayor, a director of the Bank of Montreal and, keeping up the family relationship with McGill University, member for some considerable time of its Board of Governors. He had even found time to teach law there—one of his prize students, the future prime minister Sir Wilfrid Laurier. Later on, his niece, Dr. Maude Abbott (my grandaunt), would also become a fixture of McGill and one of the world’s authorities on congenital heart problems.
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The ruins of Fort Senneville on our property


When I was a child, I loved this jolly, bustling, rotund, generous lady because every time she visited us she would bring me presents and make me laugh.

She had become the partner and friend of Dr. Paul Dudley White, the famous heart surgeon from Boston, and would travel with him and his family, lecturing throughout Europe. She was recognized and admired by the leading pioneer of heart disease, her teacher and mentor Sir William Osler. She was known and respected in Vienna and Rome, at Edinburgh University and Harvard, and in Mexico, where Diego Rivera painted her in his famous mural for Mexico City’s National Institute of Cardiology. But McGill, in spite of her incredible ground-breaking work for that college, refused to accept her on its faculty. This was not just because she was a woman in a man’s world—it was sadly due to the consistent failure of our country to recognize its own talent. Only at the end of her selfless and uncomplaining life was she finally accepted and came to be known affectionately as “Maudie of McGill.”

Her uncle, my great-grandfather, had himself paid homage to medicine as incorporator of the country’s then foremost hospital the Royal Victoria, selecting the architect, supervising its building and serving as its president and chairman of the Board of Governors till he died in 1893.

The Golden Square Mile on the southern slopes of Mount Royal had since 1850 been the most influential and affluent neighborhood in the country. Three-quarters of Canada’s wealthiest families lived there. One luxurious mansion after another exhibited a diversity of architectural styles—Gothic Revival, Romanesque, Scottish Baronial and the favorite of all, French Second Empire.

Very early on, my great-grandfather built his mansion on the Sherbrooke Street side of the “Mile,” swiftly followed by his railway compatriot the “Brasspounder from Illinois,” Sir William Van Horne, who erected his own on the adjacent corner of Stanley Street. He also took particular delight in the salmon river he owned on the north bank of the Gulf of St. Lawrence. It was called the Great Wacheeshoo and boasted rushing falls where the salmon jumped, and for most of his free days, he fished there regularly.

On one occasion, while sailing by the Wacheeshoo on his steam yacht towards the mouth of the St. Lawrence, he was passing Anticosti Island when the vessel came to ground on some rocks and was wrecked. He and his surviving party somehow made it to shore, where they were rescued by a group of men who took them straight to a large castle on the island. They were warmly greeted by its owner, who, it turned out, not only owned the castle but the vast island as well. Monsieur Henri Menier was a descendant of the famous founder and maker of France’s Menier Chocolates, known the world over as the “Chocolate King.” He insisted that his marooned guests stay as long as it took to repair the boat. Menier was so tickled and amused that the country’s prime minister had been discovered wading onto his shores that he never forgot the incident and for the next half century, our family received carton after carton of miniature wooden trunks furnished with golden keys filled with delectable Menier bonbons! More shipwrecks, s’il vous plaît!
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Boisbriant, my great-grandfather’s old pile, of which I knew every cranny
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Bois de la Roche, Polly’s family home, which I haunted as a boy


Great-grandfather’s happiest leisure hours were spent at Boisbriant. In the mid-nineteenth century, he had acquired an ancient seignory, at the tip of the island of Montreal, which not only satisfied his sense of history’s continuity but endeared him the more to the local French Canadians whose language he spoke so accurately and fluently. It had been created a fief noble in favour of the Seigneur de Boisbriant as far back as 1672 by the original de Casson family who were the ancient seigneurs of Montreal’s island. It included a large, ruined fort, Fort Senneville, down by the water (still standing today), which had been built as protection against the Iroquois in 1679.

Great-grandfather at once transformed the seignory into a beautiful estate, upon which he built an imposing country house overlooking the Lac des Deux Montagnes and the Oka Mountains. He had also purchased a considerable portion of the surrounding countryside, which was called Senneville, and another large Abbott house was built nearby for his brother Christopher (for whom I was named) called Bally-Bawn. Sir John began to cultivate his estate with extensive gardens, a model farm and spacious conservatories, where he developed a great variety of rare orchids; here were fine orchards slanting towards the lake, and in his fields grazed Guernsey cattle, which he was among the first to import for the improvement of the Canadian strain.

While all this landscaping and development was in progress, others followed suit, tycoons and railway barons, both French and English, each trying to outdo the other, and between them they literally turned Senneville and neighboring Cartierville into the Newport of Canada. Apart from Boisbriant, two of the large houses I would play in so many years later as a little boy were Pine Bluff, which had belonged to the railway magnate R. B. Angus, and Bois de la Roche, Senator Louis-Joseph Forget’s house, Polly’s family home. They had both been modeled on French chateâux and were bountifully supplied with mysterious rooms and secret passages. I never dreamed that one day I would be making films at Bois de la Roche when it was an empty shell and being rented out to motion picture companies. I made two there, one opposite Bette Davis in Little Gloria Happy at Last, about the Vanderbilts, and one with Nicholas Cage called The Boy in Blue. For a good long time I had become as much a part of the wainscoting in that old house as any bold, inquisitive termite.

A few years before the century’s close, as my great-grandad’s clock began to slowly wind down through a lingering, undiagnosed illness, Fortune’s smile vanished, and gradually the grand Victorian days dwindled until very little of them were left. Whether there were simply too many Abbotts to care for amongst his huge and widespread brood, or whether he had sunk too much of his personal wealth into the various causes and schemes which drove his life—no one has yet come up with the answers.

Some say he went quite mad and this conjecture could have been entirely conceivable—for though his career both in law and in business was past any doubt a brilliant one, a lofty achievement, the journey there had been intense and quite ruthless, and being in private a gentle, retiring and rather religious soul, his assumed guilt according to his enemies could have pierced deep enough to have made him turn the corner. But not so—for it was cancer that claimed him in the end.

         

AS THE ELDER statesman crumbled, so did the farm, the stone walls, the fort, the boats and Boisbriant itself, the ceilings flaking, the colours fading from the rooms, the aviaries empty of birds. The once impeccable gardens were now wildly overgrown, but that sad and sorry state was not prolonged, for to the rescue with a welcome reprieve hot in their hands came the Cloustons—may their tribe increase!

The Cloustons were connections of ours by marriage only, but at least we could say that Boisbriant was to be kept as nearly in the family as we could wish, so to speak.

The tribe’s chief, Sir Edward Clouston, had been quick to snap it up and, like some conquering potentate, began with a vengeance to reface, rebuild, reshape the old pile, furiously magnifying its already considerable proportions—building bridges, adding bakeries, laundries, ice houses, extra stables and dredging the lake for his yachts. Sir Edward had made his millions in banking—he was a director of the Hudson’s Bay Company, where he had begun as a boy, and was a founder of the Royal Trust. All this had helped make him one of the country’s richest men. The young Max Aitken of New Brunswick, later the powerful press baron and Churchill’s air minister, had as a boy mightily impressed Sir Edward, who had hired him over a great many aspirants—“Send me back the little man with the big head.” Clouston gave the young man the boost he needed to embark on the sensational career he had cut out for himself.
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Sir Edward Clouston


To the end of his days, Max, Lord Beaverbrook never ceased to show his gratitude to the Clouston tribe. I use the word “tribe” not in the least frivolously, for they were indeed legitimately blessed with Indian blood. Several generations back, one of their ancestors had married a Cree Indian squaw with the magical name of Nahovway, which had brought their blood to a rich, boiling red.

Many generations had now passed. I was awakened one late night by the smell of smoke and snuck down to the lakeshore in my bare feet. There they were, the Cloustons, sitting around a fire which they had lit on the grounds of the old fort. I could see them through the cracks of the crumbling turrets and hear their soft laughter as they enjoyed a late picnic supper under the stars. They looked pale and ghostlike in the light of the dying embers; but there were others with them, I was sure of that, paler even than they, and to this day, I am firmly convinced that they had been joined for a peace pipe and a powwow by the phantoms of the lost Iroquois braves who had perished under those battlements.

Ah, Cloustons! Usurping Cloustons! They had saved our kingdom and they’d stolen our kingdom and yet the sharp twinge of pique that tweaked our sides told us no one had more right to be there than they. For Hiawatha was their kin—they held the ancient rite to send smoke signals to their gods, the right to worship with the long-dead souls, worship that planet of the night—the mother of earth. They could come here at will, to sit on the grass and watch the moonbeams creep through the gun holes in the ruined walls and feel the force of that bond which held them fast and forever to their cousins under the earth.



CHAPTER THREE

THE CRUMBLING PAST

I had come upon that scene simply covered in weather and Edwardian colonialism. The background score, had there been one, would have sounded like a bizarre mix of Elgar and “Gentille Alouette,” the fife and drum of Kipling’s Empire and “En roulant ma boule!”

My gran and grandad had long since moved into a more modest house on the old property. Because Mother’s old-fashioned divorce had left us with nowhere to go, she and I moved in with them. It was close by the fort where I could dig for Indians and their skulls. A charming house dating back to the sixteen hundreds and of quite good size, which we called “The Cottage,” would never be big enough for four formidable ladies plus Granddad, a Nanny, a maid and a cook!


In the room the women come and go

Talking of Michelangelo.


It took me some time to realize this was my family—this stoic, forthright little regiment of women, all exceptionally well read, well spoken, each one a skilled athlete—all staunch and devout members of the Audubon Society. Most weekends became, from dawn to dusk, one long bird-watching expedition as, armed to the teeth with picnic baskets, cameras and field glasses, they made their reverent way into the deep woods, treading as softly as Indians with me in tow. Not too much fun for yours truly. In spite of what the poets say, youth is not always the happiest of seasons. None of my aunts ever bothered to conceal their displeasure at my ignorance on the subject of ornithology and remained for the most part coolly disapproving. Until one day when I petulantly ran from an unfinished lunch to seek relief in the great outdoors—there, on top of a spruce which was bent over from the weight of it, sat an enormous bird with strange claws the likes of which I’d never seen. Forgetting all unsettled scores, I ran back inside and announced my discovery. They all came out onto the lawn and stared so hard at the poor creature, I thought it would fall off. The experts identified it immediately, in hushed tones, as an Arctic three-toed woodpecker—probably the first ever to be seen in our part of the world. Thank God and Mister Audubon! For a little while at least, I was to be treated with a certain deference and a courteous if grudging respect.
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My granddad, who had the most explosive laugh


The younger of my two maiden aunts and the most athletic of the three sisters was Phyllis, and I am quite positive she had lived her almost forty years a virgin. Suddenly one day, she fell in love, perhaps for the very first time deeply, deeply in love. He was tall and swarthy and was the most gentle of men. His name was William Beatty and he lived across the lake at Como. He worshipped the ground she walked on, and she worshipped him. He proposed. It was, in those days, for someone of Phyllis’s age more than a little late for such a thing as marriage, but here it was—it had come at last like a gift at sunset.

Early on the morning of the event, for the umpteenth time, she tried on her wedding dress. Willie was expected much later. She was so excited her fingers were all thumbs as she struggled with the countless buttons and hooks, but my mother took pity and came to her aid and at last it was on. There stood Phyllis, in her wedding dress, straight and tall, confident and radiant, waiting for her man. Willie never did make it that day, for on the way his car apparently spun out of all control, and he was killed instantly. My poor mother had to break the news. For the longest time, there was only silence except for the sound the corsage made as it slipped from Phyllis’s hand to the floor.

Mother told me afterwards that a strange, faraway look had come into Phyllis’s eyes, and her mouth closed in a thin, tight, angry line as she whispered so softly she could hardly be heard, “I knew it was too good to be true.” Slowly, mechanically, she began to unbutton her dress. For a whole week, I remember, Phyllis remained in her room; she never came out. Then one day she finally emerged, head held high as if nothing had happened and life went on.

She spent most of it looking after her mother and the entire family, and she always seemed quite happy and content with her lot. But on that fateful day her heart had snapped and, convinced that she brought nothing but bad luck, never once did Phyllis date another man.

Whenever there was a household drama or any sort of domestic problem, the women would form a silent phalanx and close ranks—a combined force that was, to say the least, intimidating.

All the older family members were bilingual by necessity and choice. So I was made to read La Fontaine as well as Aesop, Ronsard as well as Keats, Balzac and Gabrielle Roy on the one hand, Robert Service and William Henry Drummond on the other. And then there was Stephen. For giggles there was always Stephen—good old Professor Stephen Leacock, that illustrious progenitor of utter nonsense. Several nights a week we would indulge in that quaint but delightful Victorian diversion—we read aloud to each other after dinner. On my own I rattled my chains with Marley’s ghost, snuggled up with Peter and the Lost Boys in Barrie’s Never-Never Land and whiled away the time by the river with Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn. Even further back, when I identified with “Yeller Dog Dingo” or “Lobo the Wolf” from the animal world of Ernest Thompson Seton, Mr. Toad in The Wind and the Willows or Lancelot in Le Mort d’Artur, I already knew some Shakespeare, the Lake poets and Robert Louis Stevenson. The ladies had seen to that. The ladies saw to everything! In fact Grandpa and I seemed to be the last two males on earth.


Let’s go up to the pigsties and sit on the farmyard rails!

Let’s say things to the bunnies, and watch ’em skitter their tails!

Let’s—oh, anything, Grandpa, so long as it’s you and me,

And going truly exploring, and not being in till tea!

(Apologies to Kipling)


Teatime, daily at five, was a splendid affair—the women bustling, the food plentiful. Hot buttered crumpets by the fire, scones, tomato and cucumber sandwiches, two cakes, one with icing, one without, and always gingerbread. This ritual was by no means an indication of the day’s close, for there were huge suppers to follow. And the breakfasts were just as piggish: two kinds of porridge, various choices under silver covers; finnan haddie or eggs, bacon and sausages, kippers, kedgeree or veal kidneys on toast. Astoundingly, no one ever had a weight problem. Granddad and I had become Peer Gynt, Sr., and Peer, Jr., surrounded as we were by female trolls, and like the Gynt family of those northern fjords, so the purse strings of the Abbott family had been severely cut, but we still managed to hang on in a world of country mansions, regattas and croquet on the lawn.

There was always a scattering of flappers about and numerous lounge lizards doing very little of anything and, of course, the usual “piranha fish” and attendant eccentrics. One such was a very posh-looking colonel, who paid the occasional abortive visit to my grandmother’s house—I don’t know quite why as he never uttered. One day, he arrived in immaculate blazer and white flannels; he was only in his late forties but already boasted a “companion,” who took him by the hand and literally pulled him toward the house where we were all waiting to greet him. It took almost five minutes to get him from the car to the front door (a distance of several feet only) as my grandmother advanced and held out her hand for him to shake. The colonel extended his very slowly and then suddenly with a great deal of warmth and vigor shook the doorknob instead! An explosion erupted inside me and got strangled somewhere in my throat as my grandmother wheeled on me and hissed, “Behave yourself at once! Don’t you realize that Uncle Fred is blind?!” “Blind? Blind drunk, you mean!” I thought as a waft of dragon breath from Uncle Fred hit my mother and me at one and the same time, which sent us reeling into the next room, where, collapsing on separate sofas, we buried our faces in the cushions to silence our uncontrollable hysteria!

Several years later, I had a mad crush on Uncle Fred’s eighteen-year-old daughter. It happened at her “coming out” dance. The average age that evening was from sixteen to nineteen. Suddenly the doors were flung open and Uncle Fred, this time in white tie and tails, was being pulled in by yet another “companion,” who led him to the center of the dance floor, where she promptly deserted him. Very red in the face, he rocked back and forth on his pins and gazed lustfully at the fair young maidens around him with a leer that would have made Humbert Humbert look like a choirboy and then, without warning, plunged forward onto the dance floor flat on his face! That was the last I ever saw of Uncle Fred. To this day, I don’t believe he ever got up!

Peering through an upstairs window at Gran’s house, I would watch visitors arrive in a variety of spectacular automobiles—old Pierce-Arrows, Lincolns, McLaughlin-Buicks, Dusenbergs, the great Packard limousines with the wooden spokes, and on one gloriously special day, an ancient Hispano-Suiza. I would sneak down the stairs and make friends with the waiting chauffeurs, who allowed me to sit inside and marvel at the plush interiors and smell the seductive scent of polished leather. My affair with the motorcar had begun.
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Me as a repulsive youth of indeterminate age


To keep up with my sports-conscious family, I knew I must compete. There was always sailing, riding, golf, squash and tennis. Tennis parties galore! Tennis till the cows came home. Everyone in the surrounding countryside had their own courts—gravel, cement, en-tout-cas—à vôtre choix. Ours was grass, one of the only private grass courts in Quebec—rather ambitious in a climate known for its eight months of winter and four of mosquitoes, but it attracted enthusiasts from all over, so consequently it had to be kept in mint condition. If there was an overflow at Montreal’s exclusive Mount Royal Tennis Club (where before the war, Mother had partnered with the Nazi bigwig vön Ribbentrop in mixed doubles), the visiting Davis Cup teams would use ours to warm up before their tournaments.

I remember feeling proud as Punch as I watched, awestruck, the great Fred Perry play on it. My entire family were all good club players (my uncle a potential Davis Cupper himself), and especially my grandparents—she, still in skirts down to the ankles, he in long white flannels, both of them gracefully moving about the courts showing off their tricky “between the leg” shots and dazzling us with their quicker-than-the-eye half volleys. Grandad was the country’s racquets champion five years running and that mode of play had crept into his tennis.

Tradition demanded that teas, ices and cold drinks such as ginger beer in stone bottles be served at courtside under colourful umbrellas or in the tennis pavilions. These parties were always carefully organized as proper matches, “very professional,” and treated as an occasion. No matter whose court it was, my granny used to silence anyone who dared talk during a rally. Guests would bring their own guests—you never knew who would turn up—one day, our gov. gen., the old Earl of Bess-borough, appeared, incongruously attired in white flannels and winter overshoes!

The tennis parties I loved most were those given by a stylish lady everyone called “Aunt Mary” (Mrs. Forbes Angus)—her grub was the best! She was always moving at great speed across the grounds, swathed in long flowing chiffon scarves attached to her bracelets billowing out behind her, as peacocks in her path scurried away squawking. Her red-clay court was superbly situated on a promontory overlooking the lake with a gigantic aviary stretching the whole length of one side of it. The air was filled with the screeching of exotic birds of paradise, an assortment of parrots and some startlingly colourful macaws. The noise was so overwhelming, you could never hear the score.

With Machiavellian intent, unbeknownst to Aunt Mary, her gardeners had been secretly giving the macaws elocution lessons—with great success, I shudder to say. Their vocabulary was bilingual and fairly extensive but certainly not dulcet. At one particularly sedate tennis gathering I remember hiding under the bushes trying unsuccessfully to stifle my giggling as one of the macaws, who had managed to get worked up over something, decided to shatter the afternoon’s serenity by shrieking, at regular intervals, a volley of ear-piercing “Mange la merde!” and “Cocksuckers!” Incredibly, no one reacted and like some old forgotten quadrille, the tennis continued in stately fashion without missing a single beat.
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Grandpa (second from the left). Canadian “Racquets” champion
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Grannie: that proud and warlike Campbell


WHEN THE WINDS ceased and all was still, the look of that time might have been described as pre-Raphaelite. Everything seemed slightly posed, waiting to be painted. Even mundane daily tasks were executed with extra care and style. In summer, fresh bread (pain chinois and galette au beurre) would be delivered in gaily painted calèches drawn by four horses; and in winter, the same, only this time in colourful sleds and the same horses had bells on their harnesses.

You could also be certain there was always some graceful sailing vessel caught in the rays of the moon rippling on the water. Grandad sketched hundreds of them. Every so often in the late evening on the Oka Mountains across the lake, you could see through the pines the flames of many torches held by invisible Trappist monks, zigzagging their way up the hill for the Seven Steps of the Seven Crosses. It was these very Trappists who made the now famous Oka cheese. “They pound it with their bare feet; that’s why it smells so bad” was a familiar local saying. They also tilled the fields on the hillsides by day and were permitted to voice one note only, one note of finality—“Demain nous mouririons.” Then they would retreat into their strict and more familiar world of impenetrable silence.

The bleak, endless winters, which resembled an old, faded rotogravure, were only relieved at day’s end by an occasional Slavic sunset. They were all most Chekhovian in atmosphere but much too long, and I never stopped whining. No one paid any attention, of course, so at an embarrassingly early age, I began to hit the sauce. Booze was a national sport up north. It was essential!—(a) to keep you warm, (b) to keep you from going mad, (c) to keep your madness going. How often as a mere teenager, tanked to the gills on cheap rye whiskey and Molson chasers, did I stagger home in the blinding cold. One night, stewed to the gills, I lurched off the road and completely passed out in a snow drift! I remember nothing except that I woke up in my own bed late the next afternoon! My mother, after hours of searching, had finally found me pickled and frozen, asleep in the snow and had half carried me home. She’d actually saved my life! A deed for which she was never quite forgiven.
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My mother, about the time she was a VAD in World War I, France
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A later picture of Mother as I knew her


The great blues singer Gertrude Niesen sang on my gramophone, I got Harlem on mah mind / I’ve a longin’ to be lowdown, and the feeling was mutual. I’d found myself caught in a web of good manners and suppressed emotions—a late version of la belle époque which hung on in the colonies long after the auld country had abandoned it, as if trying to force good appearances upon an upstart age. “Rags to riches” could never then be my road, rather the reverse, with an exceedingly strong leaning toward the gutter. In the beginning, I had no struggle; I didn’t know what it meant. Not exactly coming from the streets, there was no urgent need to improve, no clear path up which to climb.


“Roundabout,” said Peer Gynt. “Backwards or forwards, it’s just as far, out or in it’s just as narrow.”


Well, the gutters and pavements of the harsh outside world beckoned sooner than expected, for as in all fables, the magic eventually had to end, and the elder members of my family once again came to grief and began to lose control of what holdings they had, and my mother, approaching fifty and already a divorcée, was forced to go to work—in the nineteen thirties two shameful no-no’s dans les salons de la politesse.

She had been a very young and decorated VAD (Voluntary Aid Detachment) nurse in the Great War in Ypres, Rouen and the Somme; was exposed to deadly gas; tended soldiers whose faces had been blown away; helped amputate, without anesthetic, limbs rotting with gangrene; witnessed the results of shell shock. So with all that tough backlog of horror behind her, she admirably braced herself for the onslaught. Many a time as a boy, I watched Mother, in her fifties, skiing at breakneck speed straight down the Laurentien hills on her long Norwegian hickories, in those days, barely a harness to speak of; her ankles strong as steel, her skis, so close together they touched; before the slalom, before the “christie,” the tassels from her colourful ceinture flechée flying in the wind as she neared the bottom, only to kneel down on one ski and execute that most beautiful of turns—the graceful Telemark. She was one of the few women to pioneer that turn in our country.

Mother had such incredible energy. If she ran out of things to do, she would take a little hatchet and cut paths through the woods, and she literally threw herself into her work at McGill, assisting Polly’s husband, the dean of science. Then followed the long hours late into the night which she tirelessly spent as secretary to the Canadian Handicrafts Guild, the organization that first brought to light the primitive beauty of Inuit sculpture. In spite of all this, she always had time for me and never lost her patience. Even on bird-watching expeditions, deep in the forest when I, as a brat, would selfishly demand not just water out of nowhere but a glass of water, she would quietly remind me, “You have nature all about you—drink that in, while you can.”

Mother never stopped doing things for people. She never sat down, but now she was older and slightly stooped—no one except Polly had really accepted her or made her feel comfortable, and life was taking its toll as she trudged through the snowbound city streets to her work while the other family members continued on, stubbornly salvaging their pride—defiant, in a fool’s paradise.

My grandparents had held hands since they were twenty; now, in their late seventies, they were still so madly in love that though time was passing them by they hardly noticed it. But Grandad was deteriorating rapidly—his memory had failed him; he was hallucinating dreadfully, dangerously courting senility. Staring out the window he would shout, “Who are these people on the lawn?”—no one there, of course; or convinced he was on the yacht sailing down to Tadoussac, his custom for many a summer, he would gaze out the same living room window and demand irritably, “Haven’t we passed Les Eboulement yet?” Though little ol’ me wasn’t supposed to know it, my grandfather had been ruined. His supposedly loyal partner of over forty years, a Frenchman, had gradually managed to embezzle most of the funds, leaving the old man high and dry. One tense and ominous day, my grandmother summoned the little embezzler to the country house, where she met him privately outside in the garden.

A proud and warlike Campbell descended directly from Sir Colin “the Wonderful” in the fourteenth century and the ancient lairds of Ardkinglas, she wasted no time; her revenge was sweet. I hid under a nearby pine tree and listened, my heart pounding, as, leaning on her cane, she let him have the tongue-lashing of his life! Though he deserved it, my heart went out to him; I couldn’t help it—he was shaking just as I was from the deep hurt her words inflicted as they cut the air like a scythe. She could be pretty awesome, my granny, when angry—even the flowers seemed to bow their heads in shame.

When she had finished, he still stood there, hat in hand, head bowed, motionless, in what seemed the most prolonged silence I have ever known. Then, he slowly turned and walked away. Someone told me that about a month or so later he took his own life. I think I knew why. I had witnessed, at its fiercest and fullest force, the terrible rage of righteous indignation—and I would never forget it.

Grandad was now confined to his room. He could no longer talk—he just made little wheezing sounds. He would lie in bed, eyes vacant, staring at the ceiling, recognizing no one, not even Granny, who never left his side. His face was so thin and ashen; his frame sagged appallingly—he looked like someone else altogether, a complete stranger. I missed the dapper, kind, gentle man I once knew. I missed the sound of his rich, contagious laughter as we read reams of Stephen Leacock aloud to each other, falling about, not able to go on. What I saw now was a husk—a shell—and there was a new smell about the room too, an acrid smell, dank and clawing. I never went back inside.

The day after they buried him, his sister, a perky little old lady of about seventy-eight with a bustling good humour, came, not just to live with us but to fill our lives with laughter again.


Dear old Aunt Harriet, up in heaven she be

Can’t afford a chariot,…


Everyone called Aunt Harriet “Aunt Baby” because (a) she was a wee baby of a thing, (b) she was the baby of her family and (c) a lot of the time she behaved like a baby.

She introduced us to a strange pastime called jip-norring, a very nineteenth-century English exercise indeed; it could have come straight out of Alice in Wonderland.

She would carry a sort of pogo stick, dig it in the earth and then catapult herself all over the grounds. Hard to describe—it was a mixture of skipping and pole vaulting, and she insisted it got her places far sooner than other more normal modes of travel. When she wasn’t thus engaged, she would bird-watch, read everything, including the Book of Common Prayer, tell quaint little stories and listen to classical music on the radio or gramophone. In fact, while Grampa was alive, we had regularly gathered round to hear the Saturday afternoon Metropolitan broadcasts only to be swept clean away by the celestial voices of those two Wagnerians, Flagstad and Melchior. One matinée, we sat in horror as the famous Giovanni Martinelli ruptured his voice reaching for a high note in “Veste la giubba” from Pagliacci. Suddenly over the airways came this screeching sound as if a goose had been strangled. The Met audience gasped audibly and the mellifluous Milton Cross announced to a puzzled nation that the tenor had burst the blood vessels in his throat. They pulled the curtain down—Frederick Jaeger was summoned and escorted by motorcycles from Long Island (we could hear the sirens over the air), finished the performance and overnight, became a star. But the great Martinelli never sang again.

In spite of being weaned on bagpipes and the sound of the reel, Granny did appreciate “serious” music when she wanted to, but there was little patience left in her for anything anymore. Aunt Baby, on the other hand, was devoted to music, passionately devoted. As youngsters, she and her sisters had studied composition and the piano in Berlin and Paris under some grand old masters. For many years, she had served on the committee that sponsored Montreal’s Ladies’ Morning Musical Club—a prestigious recital series that attracted a great number of internationally known artists, in spite of their being expected to perform at eleven in the morning. “It was somewhat different,” Aunt Baby recalled, “the day Chaliapin was engaged.” It appears the demand for tickets was so overwhelming, there was no space in their regular concert hall, so they were forced to rent the Forum, similar in size to Madison Square Garden. The vast audience, many of whom had camped out the night before, was there at eleven sharp, eager to hear the great Russian—a once-in-a-lifetime experience. It was two full hours before he appeared. When he finally arrived, my grandaunt and several of the committee firmly chastised him: “You have kept the audience waiting, Maestro. You were to sing at eleven o’clock; it is now one!” “Seeng?” boomed the world-famous bass. “At Eelavan? Modom, I don’ speet before twalve!”

She was always encouraging me in my love for music and the piano. She would jip-norr into the living room whispering loudly that Heifetz or Rubinstein was playing or that Gigli or Schipa was singing on the radio and Mother and I would run up the stairs two at a time where the three of us would press our ears close to the speakers, the sound turned way down, terrified of being rebuked. We could hear the thump of Granny’s cane on the tiled floors below as she restlessly prowled about the house like some obsessed warden! Poor Gran! She’d lost her man and she’d lost her temper at one and the same time, and it seemed only a matter of days before she would rush from our midst with the speed of a comet to be by his side once more.

         

WE WERE NOW down to one gardener, quel tristesse, who also doubled as chauffeur, butler and just about everything else. He’d been with us forever. His name was Louis Brunet. He was a French Canadian of the old school who, as a boy, had been in service to my great-grandfather. He was remarkably handsome but had spent most of his life outdoors in the rough, raw winters, so his face was ruddy, gnarled and weather-beaten, and his teeth were quite black from chewing tobacco. Louis was in his late seventies; I was nine or ten. I whiled the days away as he worked in the garden, madly chatting to each other, comparing Charpentier to Joe Louis or Max Schmeling. I will never forget the explosion his laugh ignited.

Although he was poor as a church mouse, he was gentler and had more impeccable manners than any of our so-called grand friends, and he carried his pride to the point of exasperation. He had no car or bicycle of his own, and although he was offered the family car, he would not hear of it, preferring to walk back and forth to work at dawn and dusk the whole two miles to his house in the village. One day the news came that his wife of fifty years had suffered a fatal attack and was dying fast. We insisted on his taking the car. Too proud, the old man, as always, refused and ran the whole way home. We followed him in the car and drove alongside—he looked neither right nor left but straight ahead, his cap held tightly in his hand as he ran on, his face streaming with tears. He was rewarded, though, for she had held on—she had waited for him, waited to slip away in his arms. I loved that man. He was a friend to whom I could tell everything.

At any rate, it was all just about over—the beginning of the end for anglicized Quebec. The infamous Durham Report of 1839 demanding English monopoly in everything had crushed French Canadian hopes and sowed early seeds of discontent. Although the older lot had tried to keep intact the “Two Solitudes,” they couldn’t manage it and they’d been misunderstood. The younger generation of French Canadians had lost patience with their Anglo contemporaries, who did nothing but patronize them, take them for granted, many not even bothering to speak their language. It was as if a disturbance under the Plains of Abraham had caused its surface to separate and the shades of Wolfe and Montcalm, old and battle weary, now stood as before, glaring at each other across the chasm. A new era was sweeping its way over the province, sweeping away the old, and the old couldn’t keep up with it. Like the dinosaurs, they had no inkling they were to become extinct, soon to be washed away with the snow.

Sometimes there is a ghostly rumble among the drums that swings me back to those memories. No matter how dim and far away in my mind they lie, the romance of that lost time remains as clear as if it were yesterday. It all seems so foreign now, but it was quite wonderfully theatrical in its way; and there was something else about it, something I can never explain that touched me to the core. To the end of my days, I shall be grateful for that curious link with the past, to that other universe of grace and values—and to my quaint old family, for if there is the merest smidgeon of decency in me at all, it came from them, and without doubt, though they never would have guessed it, they gave me my imagination.



CHAPTER FOUR

…will you see the players well bestowed? Do you hear, let them be well used, for they are the abstract and brief chronicles of the time.

—HAMLET

The first play I ever saw was at school. It was James Barrie’s Mary Rose. When the offstage shot rang out at the end, I was absolutely certain that someone had really died. All the rest of the children filed out of the hall, not in the least taken in, but I sat where I was, motionless—my eyes locked on to the asbestos curtain. You see, I knew, as sure as eggs is eggs, that behind it, there had been a death!

One day we were hustled into the school’s assembly hall to watch some old-fashioned thespian gentleman whom I seem to remember was Bransby Williams—very British, with long hair, who rolled his Rs and wore a monocle. He was well known for his “Characters from Dickens” and managed quite brilliantly at least a dozen of them simply by altering his voice and changing hats in the twinkling of an eye. In a flash, he was Fezziwig, Macawber, the Artful Dodger, both Scrooge and Marley, and, of course, Sidney Carton intoning heroically, “’Tis a far, far better thing I do than I have ever done…” and so on. The entertainment continued as he offered some rather singsong Shakespeare and ended with a splendidly declaimed, “Once more unto the breach…” from Henry V. I was naturally captivated but, strangely, so were all the children present, even the most blasé among them. The old boy was, to say the least, a bit of a ham, but by God those stirring words found their mark that happy morning.

Not realizing it, I was being hooked! In those days I fancied myself as a mimic of unusual brilliance and with the help of one other wayward classmate, young Kasatchenko (a natural comic everyone called the “Mad Russian”), would entertain the class during breaks with unflattering imitations of our various masters. Our French master in particular. Tall and angular, he would enter the room with a kind of goose-step and in a very deep voice would call us to order by barking, “All right la classe!” All good stuff to mimic. One day, Kasatchenko goose-stepped in shouting, “All right la classe!” I followed suit behind calling out, “All right la classe.” Then someone behind me also echoed, “All right la classe.” Guess who! Invariably, we were caught thus and publicly given the strap!

However, mightily inspired by the old ham actor’s rendition of Henry V, I committed “Once more unto the breach” to memory and at the next day’s first recess, hurled at my captive fellow students a barrage of pentameter I was determined they’d never forget. It must have had some impact for they rallied at the end, the good little scouts, with some pretty convincing war cries of their own. I’m not sure, but it must have been then that I first felt the future nudge me in the ribs.

This sudden flirtation with the arts was surprisingly not to be discouraged, least of all by my mother. “Mater” had been a lucky girl. She had seen Nijinsky, Pavlova, Isadora Duncan and Diaghilev’s splendid company of dancers. As a youngster she had watched the great Sir Henry Irving and Ellen Terry, Sir Johnston Forbes-Robertson’s gentlemanly, beautifully spoken Hamlet, the triumphant Sarah Bernhardt, the revolutionary Eleanora Duse and Daphne du Maurier’s father, Sir Gerald, the man who had introduced a fresh, conversational style into the British theatre. Mother’s first cousin Gwen Price had married the playwright Guy du Maurier, Gerald’s brother, so however distant, there was some theatrical connection there, to be sure.

Mum managed to meet many such luminaries at after-theatre parties in the houses of friends, particularly at the grand house of her friend Martha Allan—the impressive Raven’scrag I often mention. She marveled at John Martin-Harvey’s blinded Oedipus being led across a huge ramp extended from the stage to the back of the theatre—one of Max Reinhardt’s bold and daring innovations! She waxed adoringly over the great Scot Harry Lauder and his song “A Wee Doch an’ Doris” and Maude Adams in Barrie’s The Little Minister and Peter Pan.

She wanted me to be just as fortunate, so with a determination that would have reduced Boadicea to a mere wallflower, she took me to everything that she could and could not afford! By the time I was thirteen, I had seen the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo; I had watched Massine, Ulanova, Dolin, José Limón and Kurt Joos. I had seen and heard Galli-Curci, Martinelli, Tibbett, Pearce, Richard Tauber, the glorious Jussi Björling and “Ol’ Man River” himself, Paul Robeson. The great crusader had just returned from Russia embraced by socialism and fresh new propaganda for liberating his race. He had more education and intellect in his pinky than all the painted papillons and dilettantes that patronized the Ritz-Carlton put together; yet simply for being black he was denied entry there.

From the early eighteen hundreds, at least twenty-five theatres were open for business in Montreal, some of the best known being the Hayes Theatre, l’Académie de Musique, Theatre Montréal, Le Théâtre des Variétés and Le Monument-National. But a lot did not survive. Long gone was the Mechanics’ Hall (1854) where our own Emma Lajeunesse warbled her way to world fame as the great Albani. Long gone too was the Theatre Royal, also known as the Molson Theatre, named after the beer family. Edmund Kean had played there, as had John Wilkes Booth, Charles Dickens and William Charles Macready.

Sarah Bernhardt arrived in our fair city, couvert en gloire, but did not endear herself to the church with her racy production of Adrienne Lecouvreur. Apparently, this didn’t faze her, for up till 1917, she returned to Montreal at least nine times. Taking up her cue, another great Parisienne, Réjane, followed in her wake. Yes, we’d had a rich theatrical past and it was still with us by the time I came on the scene, but mostly visible in only one precious old structure. From the balcony of His Majesty’s Theatre on Guy Street, I had gazed admiringly down upon Edwige Feuillière, Jean-Louis Barrault, Yvonne Printemps, Sacha Guitry, Donald Wolfit, the young Gérard Philipe and that bewitching Viennese imp Elisabeth Bergner.

I can still see her poised at the top of a steep flight of stairs catching sight of her long-lost stage lover waiting below and literally floating down to him in one joyous flight of ecstasy. The play The Two Mrs. Carrolls couldn’t have been more trifling, but that tiny moment and the magic she brought to it earned her an ovation and stopped the play. She was so delighted, she improvised in her seductive Austrian lilt, “O, I like zat very much—I sink I do zat again,” bounded up the stairs, turned and once more floated downwards with a mischievous toss of her head. Another ovation! A shooting star no less!

Donald Wolfit, a beefy warhorse, well known for touring Shakespeare to the English provinces, was one of the last leading players to cling to a nineteenth-century style of acting. His career was irreverently described as not a “tour de force” but “forced to tour.” His reputation for chewing scenery had preceded him, and his outrageous curtain calls alone were worth the price of admission—the sad picture of a tragic figure breathlessly hanging on to the tabs for support, the epitome of exhaustion following triumph. Quel ham bone! In his large repertoire, which included a superb Volpone and a delicious Bottom, he had disastrously miscast himself as Hamlet, which he played at such speed, it gave the impression he had a far more pressing engagement elsewhere. Brooks Atkinson of The New York Times had written of this performance, “O to be in England now that Wolfit’s here!”


[image: image]

Donald Wolfit—one good old-fashioned, leafy war horse


He did, however, move me to unashamed tears when, as King Lear, he ended the famous curse and with one crack of his gigantic bullwhip enveloped the Fool and sent him spinning like a top into a corner of the stage. Hurling the whip aside, he lifted the terrified Fool into his arms with such tenderness, I held my breath; his voice broke—“O fool, I shall go mad!”—and covering him like a baby in his cloak carried him out into the waiting storm. Wolfit had used London critic James Agate’s extravagant quote in large print beneath his name on the marquee—“the finest actor since Sir Henry Irving”—a fair conceit indeed. But that night, no one had questioned the accolade; he had earned it and more, for I remember to this day what it felt like to be, for the first time, in the presence of greatness, no matter how coarse.

From my little seat in the “gods,” I had marvelled at John Gielgud’s immaculate and definitive The Importance of Being Earnest; I had seen the Abbey Players (Arthur Shields, W. G. Fay, Sara Allgood); Micheál MacLiammóir and Hilton Edwards’s Dublin Gate Theatre and Barry Jones and Maurice Colbourne’s company parading their specialty, George Bernard Shaw. And the actress-specialist who all by herself became a thousand people before your very eyes—the invincible Ruth Draper. Mother took me backstage (my first) to see the great lady, whom she had known in London. Miss Draper had been famous for her salons there, where intellectuals and artists the world over gathered to mingle with society and, if the mood was upon them, to occasionally perform. One night when Mother was present, Rachmaninoff and Kreisler got up and improvised for hours together and of course she never forgot it! Then I was spirited off to concerts—Heifetz, Ellman, Szigeti, Milstein and an extraordinary woman, a Mrs. Rosen, also Mother’s friend, who played the theremin. When the beautiful Mrs. Rosen died, she willed her estate outside New York, named Caramoor, to be used as a festival of music, which has since become world famous and where, many decades later, I was privileged to give a concert.

Then off we would go to see the pianists—Horowitz, Backhaus, Casadesus, Egon Petri and Jesus Maria Sanroma! Montreal’s distinguished music critic Thomas Archer, who valiantly tried to persuade a wartime populace that just because Wagner was German, he wasn’t necessarily a Nazi, was a tall, cadaverous Englishman who loved his drink. Once, after a full dinner, he went to hear Horowitz and before the concert began, promptly dozed off in his seat and slept throughout the evening. To conceal his embarrassment, he gave Maestro Horowitz the next day a glowing review describing every nuance in minute detail. To his horror, he discovered too late that Horowitz had cancelled at the last moment and had been replaced by someone local.

The Australian, Percy Grainger, for whom Grieg had written his Piano Concerto in A Minor, came to town very often—declined hotels and insisted on sleeping on his piano in a studio at Steinway Hall. He was most eccentric and would play only two encores, “The Man I Love,” as if Grieg had written it, and his own “Country Gardens.” I was also scared out of my wits by the angry pounding of Malcuzynski and Brailowski. I even saw Rachmaninoff when I was almost too small to remember—a very tall, sad-looking man with enormous hands towered over the piano, glowering at the audience for what seemed hours, till they’d stopped coughing. The rest was hazy, but the moment I heard him on disk with his magical touch, I bought all his records (charged them to Mother, of course) and would cart them to Polly’s Island—and Polly and I would listen all day long. I would imagine he was the last of the romantic composer-pianists and we were the last romantics listening to him.

It was Rachmaninoff’s fault that I fell for the keyboard! Instantly, I saw myself as “le Grand Pianist” with leonine looks and dazzling arpeggios! I slaved away under several long-suffering piano teachers but was much too impatient. Why take lessons when I could pick it all up by ear?! Gradually, I found I was able to emulate the left-hand harmonies fairly accurately, and though my meager but growing repertoire may have been in all the wrong keys, I could duplicate some of the great concerti and solo pieces adequately enough to fool at least a quarter of the people a quarter of the time. I could also play my own arrangements of popular tunes and jazz. This questionable talent rescued me from having to fox-trot or jive at kids’ parties where I was so terrified I would freeze on the dance floor. I should have had a plaque hung round my neck saying, “Please don’t save me this dance.” So making a beeline for the piano, I would improvise madly. It worked! This is how I could get the attention I wanted—and girls!
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Proud Oscar Peterson with offspring


I decided I’d do my practicing on the school grand at recess. Miracle of miracles! Soon I’d attracted a crowd of fellow students. One of them, a big, stout black guy wearing pants a little too short for him, shoved me off the piano stool and had the audacity to start playing himself. This routine became a daily occurrence. I’d begin—he’d shove me off! I wondered why he was drawing much larger crowds, but put it down to the fact that the collective tastes of the assembled multitude were far too bourgeois for my loftier contributions. Though I fumed with jealousy, I had to admit he played some pretty mean jazz, as well as classical. Everybody was calling him Oscar. “Sorry I didn’t quite catch your last name?” I condescended from some Olympian height. “Peterson,” he quietly replied. We formed a truce and struck up an acquaintance. He was most complimentary about my “doodling” and insisted I come to all the Saturday night dances, where he played for the school band. It was known as the Montreal High School Victory Serenaders. “You’ll love the trumpet player,” he said. “He’s just great! His name’s Maynard.” “Maynard who?” I asked. “Ferguson” was the cool reply.

I often went downtown late at night to hear Oscar play at the Alberta Lounge. He also played intermission piano at a place called the Penthouse Club. The headliners were two fairly well-established comedians but the audience was restless and talked a lot through their act. The moment it was time for intermission, instead of going out they stayed in their seats, listening enraptured to Oscar, then very much at the foot of his rainbow. So it was not too far-fetched to assume that one day he would bring the house down at Carnegie Hall.

Besides Oscar and Maynard, there was a considerable amount of raw talent about—hogging most of the spotlight! Darling little exhibitionist that I’d become, I vowed to do something about it. With my obnoxious gift for mimicry, I spent most of my time emulating others. I would ape their dress, their mannerisms, their voices—even their tennis strokes. I would sneak in and out of movie houses convinced I was Gable, Ladd, Colman, Bogie—even Peter Lorre and Sydney Greenstreet. I also knew most of their dialogue—God knows I’d seen those films over and over!

         

FOR SOME TIME NOW I’d become fascinated by the libido. No doubt it had unconsciously begun several moons back when I’d had a nanny called “Mademoiselle.” She was French, of course, a handsome woman in her early thirties—very proper and correct. I must have been eleven or twelve. I kissed her once because I thought she looked so pretty. By mistake, it lasted a little longer than I’d intended. However, I rather liked it as, it seemed, did she. So it became a regular ritual. We began to look forward to these harmless little kissing sessions. One day she kissed me very hard, full on the lips, and her mouth opened. So did a door behind her and one of my aunts appeared. I never saw Mademoiselle again.

As a family, we were always paying visits to the museum. In fact, Mother insisted on enrolling me as an art student. I couldn’t wait to sneak into the rooms where all the nude statuary was kept, where, like a dirty old man, I’d caress the stone teat of some unsuspecting Venus. Not too far down the road that same thrill would be multiplied a hundredfold when I was able to hold a real live one in my hands—but for the moment, alas, I was to be content with stone.

It was about this time I became seriously distracted by my body! In fact, I thought about my body a lot and wondered what the hell to do with it. I started getting unexpected erections in the most awkward places—on trains, at public swimming pools, in hotel lobbies. Sitting with my family in a front pew at Christ Church Cathedral, I would stare up at the stained glass windows, mesmerized by their colours, and was just about to climb into one and disappear forever back through the centuries when bang! A great organ crash and everyone was on their feet singing Hymn No. Whatever and in my row, two soldiers standing at rigid attention—me and the one in my pants pointing heavenward. Regaining my seat, I naively supposed no one would notice as I piled every prayer book, hymn book, religious pamphlet I could find onto my lap to hide the embarrassment. It wasn’t so bad in class when the teacher wasn’t looking ’cause you could take it out and give it some air. All the guys would follow suit and at recess we’d bundle off to the locker rooms to compare our various sizes. This subject was discussed with clinical gravity, our voices at least an octave lower than normal to ensure masculinity and assume a carnal indifference.

Girls took on an altogether new and different look now that they had something to challenge them, I smugly surmised. What taxed most of my brain power was what they would look like without any clothes. Each one I passed on the street, no matter what age, I would rape with my eyes, positive that whatever she was wearing would instantly fall from her like lead and there she would stand, for all the world to see—Ha! Ha! without a stitch!

News of massive import hit Montreal High School like a tornado that one of the girl students across the quad wore no pants. It turned out she herself was largely responsible for this hot little scoop as she never ceased to inform the world of that fact. She was raunchy, petite, cheeky with a galvanizing little body and was thoroughly enjoying wreaking havoc with the male students and their concentration. One day, a bunch of us fellows passed her as she was reclining on the school steps, smoldering away seductively to herself. She saw us ogling her and at once began sinuously to spread her legs, lifting her skirt ever so casually at the same time. At the apex of two pale, graceful, well-shaped young limbs was the biggest black bush anyone is ever likely to see. On such a tiny creature, I couldn’t believe it; it wasn’t possible, but I was burning with envy, for when I got home and checked in the mirror, my own, compared to hers, was sadly sparse and inadequate. I rectified that at once. I ran to the fields, and after slicing off blond strands from the ears of corn, I hastily pasted them just above mon région pays boisé. When corn was not in season, I would draw them in with a dark pencil or paint them on one by one with black paint from my paint set. Of course, it took forever to remove. What a lot of exhausting work! I couldn’t wait to come of age. O, to be hirsuite now that Pan was here!

I started dating girls by taking them to the movies, what else? And afterwards I would cunningly lead them behind some convenient shrubbery and spout dialogue from love scenes between harmless kisses. Most of them got pretty fed up and left in a huff. I wondered why. A rather lovely, languid lass, a fugitive from the school play (one of the Bennet girls to my Darcy in Pride and Prejudice) proved much more in tune and cooperative. A would-be actress, she would strike all the appropriate poses, leaning against a tree, affecting a most tragic line whilst I, besmooching betimes, wouldst transform myself into Laurence Olivier in Wuthering Heights, showering her with such Brontë-saurean gems as “You’re still my queen?” or “Why isn’t there the smell of heather in your hair?” Though her dialogue recall fell far short of mine—she was most helpful, never once allowing the spirit of the moment to flag but skillfully and breathlessly coming in on cue with the occasional “Heathcliff!—Oh! Heathcliff.” Alas, our potential love tryst, which had reached the boiling point, was to be nipped in the bud, for by this time I was deeply immersed in my character—I was in full swing—I played all the parts for her. In fact, I did the whole damn movie while she sank to the ground, speechless, a look in her eyes that could only have read, “What have I got here…some kind of schmuck?!”

         

THE DAMSEL of the Black Bush was chummy with another lass, her roommate, who was reputed to have “jousted” with most of the young knights in the school. Whether she was a student, a hanger-on or simply a “pro” no one quite knew, but she was decidedly a damsel in distress. Famous about the campus as the local nympho, raver, sex fiend, you name it, she was tall, skinny, long of leg, not pretty, but outrageously kinky! Having exhausted the majority of my male contemporaries, she finally got around to me. “Come over to my joint—no one’s home,” she offered subtly. Cursed by bad timing and my infatuation for celluloid, I suggested we see Laura—just out, and one of my favourites. Already I’d seen it six times and could give a pretty first-rate imitation of Clifton Webb and some of his sparkling dialogue. All that week, I’d worked overtime at becoming Clifton, dressing up like the dandy he was, sporting my grandfather’s cane, très dégagé, generally exuding sophistication and chic. “Okay,” she had said, “but let’s sit at the back of the balcony.” It appeared she didn’t have the time to be impressed by Otto Preminger’s stylish opus; her hands were everywhere, her tongue beating at the door of my taut, terrified mouth as I squirmed in my seat fighting to catch a glimpse of the screen.

I walked her home. It was a cold, bitter winter night. She said she had no gloves and could she put her hands in my pants’ pockets? I wondered how Clifton would have reacted, but nevertheless, I acquiesced. She reached in and what she didn’t do with her fingers as we waddled along the streets was nobody’s business! I wanted so much to let go and relish the novel adventure, but Mr. Webb had taken over almost completely, and I heard myself saying priggishly, “Young woman, you must gain for yourself a modicum of control.” We’d arrived at her front door. She stormed in shouting, “You selfish fuck! All you think of is yourself!” Then Waldo Lydecker, Webb’s character in the flick, threw back his retort—a direct quote, “Yes. I find no other subject quite so worthy of my attention.” She slammed the door and a frustrated Clifton Webb was left standing all by himself shivering in the Arctic night as dry and celibate as the ice under his feet.
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