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			Prologue

			He is a courtly man, elegant, with old-world manners. He bows when he meets you, stands when you leave, makes sure that you’re comfortable and makes no mention of the fact he’s not; the discreet stroking of the Greek worry beads he carries in his pocket gives the game away. By inclination he is a private man, rather shy, but if probing is required he’ll put his feet in the stirrups with dignity and humor. He chooses his words carefully, like a poet, or a politician, with a habit of precision, an ear for their sound, and a talent and a taste for deflection and mystery. He has always liked smoke and mirrors. And yet there is something conspiratorial in the way he talks, as there is when he sings, as if he were imparting an intimate secret.

			He is a trim man—there’s no excess to him at all—and smaller than you might think. Shipshape. You imagine that he wouldn’t find it hard to wear a uniform. Right now he is wearing a suit. It is dark, pin-striped, double-breasted, and if it’s off-the-rack it doesn’t look it.

			“Darling,” says Leonard, “I was born in a suit.”1

		

	


	
		
			One

			Born in a Suit

			When I’m with you

			I want to be the kind of hero

			I wanted to be

			when I was seven years old

			a perfect man

			who kills

			—“The Reason I Write,” Selected Poems 1956–1968

			The chauffeur turned off the main road by the synagogue, which took up most of the block, and headed past St. Matthias’s Church on the opposite corner, and up the hill. In the back of the car was a woman—twenty-seven years old, attractive, strong featured, stylishly dressed—and her newborn baby son. The streets they passed were handsome and well-appointed, the trees arranged just so. Big houses of brick and stone you might have thought would collapse under the sheer weight of their self-importance appeared to float effortlessly up the slopes. Around halfway up, the driver took a side road and stopped outside a house at the end of the street, 599 Belmont Avenue. It was large, solid and formal-looking, English in style, its dark brick softened by a white-framed veranda at the front and at the back by Murray Hill Park, fourteen acres of lawns, trees and flower beds, with a sweeping view of the St. Lawrence River to one side and, on the other, downtown Montreal. The chauffeur stepped out of the car and opened the rear door, and Leonard was carried up the white front steps and into his family home.

			Leonard Norman Cohen was born on September 21, 1934, in the Royal Victoria Hospital, a gray stone pile in Westmount, an affluent neighborhood of Montreal, Canada. According to the records, it was at six forty-five on a Friday morning. According to history, it was halfway between the Great Depression and World War II. Counting backward, Leonard was conceived between the end of Hanukkah and Christmas Day during one of the subarctic winters his hometown managed to deliver with both consistency and brio. He was raised in a house of suits.

			Nathan Cohen, Leonard’s father, was a prosperous Canadian Jew with a high-end clothing business. The Freedman Company was known for its formal wear, and Nathan liked to dress formally, even on informal occasions. In suits, as in houses, he favored the formal English style, which he wore with spats and tempered with a boutonniere and, when his bad health made it necessary, with a silver cane. Masha Cohen, Leonard’s mother, was sixteen years younger than her husband, a Russian Jew, a rabbi’s daughter and a recent immigrant to Canada. She and Nathan had married not long after her arrival in Montreal in 1927. Two years later she gave birth to the first of their two children, Leonard’s sister, Esther.

			Early photographs of Nathan and Masha show him to be a square-faced, square-shouldered, stocky man. Masha, slimmer and a head taller, is in contrast all circles and slopes. The expression on Masha’s face is both girlish and regal, while Nathan’s is rigid and taciturn. Even were this not the required camera pose for the head of a household at that time, Nathan was certainly more reserved, and more Anglicized, than his warm, emotional Russian wife. As a baby, Leonard, plump, compact and also square-faced, was the image of his father, but as he grew he took on his mother Masha’s heart-shaped face, thick wavy hair and deep, dark, sloping eyes. From his father he acquired his height, his tidiness, his decency and his love of suits. From his mother he inherited her charisma, her melancholy and her music. Masha always sang as she went about the house, in Russian and Yiddish more than in English, the sentimental old folk songs she had learned as a child. In a good contralto voice, to imaginary violins, Masha would sing herself from joy to melancholy and back again. “Chekhovian” is how Leonard described his mother.1 “She laughed and wept deeply,”2 said Leonard, one emotion following the other in quick succession. Masha Cohen was not a nostalgic woman; she did not talk much about the country she had left. But she carried her past in songs.

			The residents of Westmount were well-to-do, upper-middle-class Protestant English Canadians and second- or third-generation Canadian Jews. In a city that was all about division and separation, the Jews and Protestants had been filed together on the simple grounds of being neither French nor Catholic. Before the “Quiet Revolution” in Quebec in the sixties, and before French became the sole official language of the province, the only French in Westmount were the domestic help. The Cohens had a maid, Mary, although she was Irish Catholic. They also had a nanny, whom Leonard and his sister called “Nursie,” and a gardener named Kerry, a black man, who doubled as the family chauffeur. (Kerry’s brother held the same job with Nathan’s younger brother Horace.) It is no secret that Leonard’s background was privileged. Leonard has never denied being born on the right side of the tracks, has never renounced his upbringing, rejected his family, changed his name or pretended to be anything other than who he is. His family was well-off, although there were certainly wealthier families in Westmount. Unlike the mansions of Upper Belmont, the Cohens’ house, though big, was semidetached, and their car, though chauffeur driven, was a Pontiac, not a Cadillac.

			But what the Cohens had that very few others came close to matching was status. The family Leonard was born into was distinguished and important—one of the most prominent Jewish families in Montreal. Leonard’s ancestors had built synagogues and founded newspapers in Canada. They had funded and presided over a lengthy list of Jewish philanthropic societies and associations. Leonard’s great-grandfather Lazarus Cohen had been the first of the family to come to Canada. In Lithuania, which was part of Russia in the 1840s, when Lazarus was born, Lazarus had been a teacher in a rabbinical school in Wylkowyski, one of the most rigorous yeshivas in the country. In his twenties, he left his wife and their baby son behind to try for his fortune. After a brief stay in Scotland, he took a ship to Canada, stopping in Ontario in a small town called Maberly, where he worked his way up from lumber storeman to the owner of a coal company, L. Cohen and Son. The son was Lyon, Nathan’s father, whom Lazarus sent for, along with his mother, two years later. The family eventually made their way to Montreal, where Lazarus became president of a brass foundry and started a successful dredging company.

			When Lazarus Cohen first arrived in Canada in 1860, the country’s Jewish population was tiny. In the middle of the nineteenth century there had been fewer than five hundred Jews in Montreal. By the mid-1880s, when Lazarus assumed the presidency of the synagogue Congregation Shaar Hashomayim, there were more than five thousand. The Russian pogroms had led to a wave of immigration, and by the end of the century the number of Jews in Canada had doubled. Montreal had become the seat of Canadian Jewry, and Lazarus, with his long, white, biblical beard and uncovered head, was a familiar figure among its community. Along with building a synagogue, Lazarus established and headed a number of organizations to aid Jewish settlers and would-be immigrants, even traveling to Palestine (where Lazarus bought land as early as 1884) on behalf of the Jewish Colonization Association of Montreal. Lazarus’s younger brother Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch Cohen, who joined him in Canada soon after, would become chief rabbi of Montreal.

			In 1914, when Lyon Cohen took over the presidency of Shaar Hashomayim from his father, the synagogue could claim the largest congregation in a city whose Jewish population now numbered around forty thousand. In 1922, having grown too big for its old premises, the synagogue relocated to a new building in Westmount, almost a block in length, just minutes down the hill from the house on Belmont Avenue. Twelve years later Nathan and Masha added their only son to the synagogue’s “Register of Births of the Corporation of English, German and Polish Jews of Montreal,” giving Leonard his Jewish name, Eliezer, meaning “God is help.”

			Lyon Cohen, like his father, had been a very successful businessman—clothing and insurance. He also followed Lazarus into community service, being appointed secretary of the Anglo-Jewish Association while still in his teens. He would go on to establish a Jewish community center and a sanatorium, and preside over relief efforts for victims of the pogroms. Lyon held top positions in the Baron de Hirsch Institute, the Jewish Colonization Association and Canada’s first Zionist organization. He went to the Vatican on behalf of his community to talk to the pope. He cofounded the first Anglo-Jewish newspaper in Canada, the Jewish Times, to which he contributed the occasional article. Lyon had written a play when he was sixteen years old titled Esther, which he produced and in which he acted. Leonard never knew his grandfather—he was two years old when Lyon died—but there was a strong connection, which intensified as Leonard grew older. Lyon’s principles, his work ethic and his belief in “the aristocracy of the intellect,”3 as Lyon always referred to it, all sat well with Leonard’s own persuasion.

			Lyon was also a staunch Canadian patriot, and when World War I broke out he launched a recruitment drive to encourage Montreal’s Jews to enlist in the Canadian Army. The first to sign up were his sons Nathan and Horace (the third son, Lawrence, was too young). Lieutenant Nathan Cohen, number 3080887, became one of the first Jewish commissioned officers in the Canadian Army. Leonard loved the photographs of his father in uniform. But after his return from the war, Nathan suffered recurring periods of ill health, which left him increasingly invalid. This might be why Nathan, although the oldest son of the oldest son, did not continue the family tradition of holding the presidency of the synagogue, nor of much else. Although on paper he was president of the Freedman Company, the business was largely run by his brother Horace. Neither was Nathan an intellectual nor a religious scholar like his forebears. The dark wooden bookshelves in the house on Belmont Avenue held an impressive leather-bound set of the great poets—Chaucer, Wordsworth, Byron—Nathan’s bar mitzvah gift, but their spines remained uncracked until Leonard took them down to read. Nathan, Leonard said, preferred the Reader’s Digest, but “his heart was cultured; he was a gentleman.”4 As to religion, Nathan was “a Conservative Jew, not fanatical, without ideology and dogma, whose life was purely made up of domestic habit and affiliations with the community.” Religion was not something that was discussed in Nathan’s house, or even thought about. “It was mentioned no more than a fish mentions the presence of water.”5 It was simply there, his tradition, his people.

			Masha’s father, Rabbi Solomon Klonitzki-Kline, was a noted religious scholar. He had been the principal of a school for Talmudic study in Kovno in Lithuania, some fifty miles from the town where Lazarus had been born. He was also an author, whose two books, Lexicon of Hebrew Homonyms and Thesaurus of Talmudic Interpretations, would earn him the sobriquet “Sar HaDikdook,” the Prince of Grammarians. When the persecution of Jews made life in Lithuania untenable, he moved to the U.S., where one of his daughters lived and had married an American. Masha had gone to Canada, where she had taken a job as a nurse. When Masha’s work permit expired, he turned to his American son-in-law for help, which led to his introduction to Lyon Cohen’s resettlement committee. It was through the subsequent friendship of the rabbi and Lyon that Masha and Nathan met and married.

			Leonard, as a young boy, heard about Grandfather Kline more than he saw him, since the rabbi spent much of his time in the U.S. Masha would tell Leonard stories about how people came hundreds of miles to hear his grandfather speak. He also had a reputation as a great horseman, she told him, and Leonard was particularly pleased with this information. He liked it that his was a family of important people, but he was a young boy and physical prowess trumped intellect. Leonard was planning to attend the military academy once he was old enough. Nathan told him he could. Leonard wanted to fight wars and win medals—like his father had done, before he became this invalid who sometimes found it hard to even walk up stairs, who would stay home from work, nursed by Leonard’s mother. Through Leonard’s early childhood, Nathan had often been ill. But the boy had proof that his father had been a warrior once. Nathan still had his gun from World War I, which he kept in his bedside cabinet. One day, when no one was around, Leonard slipped into his parents’ bedroom. He opened the cabinet and took out the gun. It was a big gun, a .38, its barrel engraved with his father’s name, rank and regiment. Cradling it in his small hand, Leonard shivered, awed by its heft and the feel of its cold metal on his skin.

			Five ninety-nine Belmont Avenue was a busy house, a house of routine, well ordered, and the center of the young Leonard’s universe. Anything the boy might need or want to do orbited closely around it. His uncles and cousins lived nearby. The synagogue, where Leonard went with the family on Saturday morning, and on Sunday for Sunday school, and to Hebrew school two afternoons a week, was a short walk down the hill. So were his regular schools, Roslyn Elementary School and, later, Westmount High. Murray Hill Park, where Leonard played in the summer and made snow angels in the winter, was immediately below his bedroom window.

			The Westmount Jewish community was a close-knit one. It was also a minority community in an English Protestant neighborhood. Which was itself a minority, if a powerful one, in a city and a province largely populated by the Catholic French. Who were themselves a minority in Canada. Everybody felt like some kind of outsider; everyone felt like they belonged to something important. It was “a romantic, conspiratorial mental environment,” said Leonard, a place of “blood and soil and destiny.” “That is the landscape I grew up in,” he said, “and it’s very natural to me.”6

			Leonard’s community, half a city away from the working-class immigrant Jewish neighborhood around Saint-Urbain (which formed the backdrop to Mordecai Richler’s novels) might have appeared to be hermetically sealed, but of course it wasn’t. The Cross on the top of Mount Royal; Mary, the family maid, always crossing herself; and the Easter and Christmas celebrations at school were part of the young Leonard’s landscape just as the Sabbath candles his father lit on Friday evenings were, and the imposing synagogue down the hill, from whose walls Leonard’s great-grandfather and grandfather stared down at him in large, framed portraits, reminding him of the distinction of his blood.

			As Leonard recalled it, it was “an intense family life.”7 The Cohens would get together regularly—at the synagogue, in the workplace and also once a week at Leonard’s paternal grandmother’s home. “Every Saturday afternoon, at around four o’clock, Martha, her devoted maid, would wheel in a tea trolley with tea and little sandwiches and cakes and biscuits,” says David Cohen, two years older than Leonard and a cousin with whom Leonard was particularly close. “You were never invited, and you never asked if you could go, but you knew that she was ‘receiving.’ It sounds very archaic, but it was quite something.” Leonard’s grandmother had a flat in one of the grand houses on Sherbrooke Street at Atwater, which was where all the parades that were held in Montreal would end up—“Saint Jean Baptiste,” says David Cohen, “that was a big one, before it became a very tough political situation in Montreal, and we’d watch from inside from the big, beautiful window in her living room.” Their grandmother was very much a Victorian lady, “but, though it sounds archaic and old-fashioned, she was a pretty hip lady too.” She made quite an impression on Leonard, who would later describe her tea parties in his first novel, The Favorite Game.

			In that same book, Leonard described the older men in his family as serious and formal. Not all of them were. Among the more colorful members of the family was Cousin Lazzy, David’s older brother Lazarus. Leonard thought of Lazzy as “a man about town, familiar with the chorus girls and the nightclubs and the entertainers.”8 There was also a cousin of an older generation, Edgar, Nathan’s cousin, a businessman with a literary bent. Many years later Edgar H. Cohen would go on to write Mademoiselle Libertine: A Portrait of Ninon de Lanclos, a biography published in 1970 of a seventeenth-century courtesan, writer and muse whose lovers included Voltaire and Molière, and who, after a period in a convent, emerged to establish a school where young French noblemen could learn erotic technique. Leonard and Edgar, says David Cohen, were “very close.”

			Leonard’s was a comfortable, secure life during an uncomfortable, insecure time. Days before Leonard’s fifth birthday, Germany invaded Poland and World War II began. Closer to home, in 1942 there was an anti-Semitic rally on St. Lawrence Boulevard—the Main, as locals called it—which was the traditional dividing line between English and French Montreal. It was led by Montreal’s French Nationalist movement, which included supporters of the Vichy regime in France. One particularly risible claim of the organization was that the Jews had taken over the clothing business in order to force modest young French-Canadian girls to wear “improper gowns in New York styles.”9 During the rally, the windows of several Jewish-owned shops and delis on the Main were broken and racist slurs painted on walls. But for a seven-year-old living in Westmount, sitting in his room reading his Superman comics, it was another world. “Europe, the war, the social war,” Leonard said, “none of it seemed to touch us.”10

			He breezed through the early years of childhood, doing all that was required—clean hands, good manners, getting dressed for dinner, good school reports, making the hockey team, keeping his shoes polished and lined up tidily under his bed at night—without showing any worrying signs of sainthood or genius. Nor of melancholy. The home movies shot by Nathan, a keen amateur cameraman, show a happy little boy, beaming as he pedals his tricycle along the street, or walks hand in hand with his sister, or plays with his dog, a black Scottish terrier named Tinkie. His mother had originally given it the more dignified name of Tovarich, the Russian word for “ally,” but it was vetoed by his father. Nathan was already aware that in this small, Anglicized, Canadian Jewish community, Masha’s Russianness, her accent, her imperfect English and big personality, made her stand out. “It wasn’t thought to be a good idea to be passionate about anything,” said Leonard, or to draw attention. “We were taught,” says cousin David, “to mind our P’s and Q’s.”

			Then in January 1944, at the age of fifty-two, Leonard’s father died. Leonard was nine years old. Around fourteen years later, in two unpublished stories titled “Ceremonies” and “My Sister’s Birthday,”11 Leonard described what happened: “Nursie told us the news.” Seated at the kitchen table, her hands folded in her lap, Leonard’s nanny informed Leonard and Esther that they would not be going to school that morning because their father had died in the night. They should be quiet, she said, because their mother was still sleeping. The funeral would take place the following day. “Then the day dawned on me,” Leonard wrote. “ ‘But it can’t be tomorrow, Nursie, it’s my sister’s birthday.’ ”

			At nine o’clock the next morning, six men arrived and carried the coffin into the living room. They set it down alongside the leather chesterfield sofa. Masha had the maid soap all the mirrors in the house. By noon people started arriving, shaking the snow off their boots and topcoats—family, friends, people who worked at the factory. The coffin was open, and Leonard peered inside. Nathan was wrapped in a silver prayer shawl, his face white, his mustache black. His father, Leonard thought, looked annoyed. Uncle Horace, who ran the Freedman Company with Nathan and who had served alongside him in the Great War, whispered to Leonard, “We’ve got to be like soldiers.” Later that night, when Esther asked Leonard if he had dared to look at their dead father, each confessed that they had, and agreed that it appeared that someone had dyed his mustache. Both of these stories ended with the same line: “Don’t cry, I told her. I think it was my best moment. Please, it’s your birthday.”

			A third version of the event appeared in The Favorite Game. It was a more poised account, partly due to Leonard’s writing having matured considerably in the time between these abandoned stories and his first novel, and partly from the distance accorded by having ascribed it in the latter to a fictional character (although Leonard has confirmed that it happened as he wrote it in the book).12 This time the episode concludes with the young boy taking one of his father’s bow ties from his bedroom, slicing it open, and hiding a small piece of paper inside it on which he had written something. The next day, in his own private ceremony, the boy dug a hole and buried it in the garden under the snow. Leonard has since described this as the first thing he ever wrote. He has also said he has no recollection of what it was and that he had been “digging in the garden for years, looking for it. Maybe that’s all I’m doing, looking for the note.”13

			The act is so weighty with symbolism—Leonard having for the first time in his life made a rite of his writing—that it is tempting to take these words from a 1980 interview at face value, even if it is more likely just another of the many good lines that Leonard always gave his interviewers. Children are often drawn to the mystical and to secret ceremonies. And if Leonard has also said that as a young child he had “no particular interest in religion,” except for “a couple of times when we went to hear a choir,”14 he was also well aware that he was a Kohen, one of a priestly caste, a patrilineal descendant of Moses’s brother, Aaron, and born to officiate. “When they told me I was a Kohen, I believed it. I didn’t think it was some auxiliary information,” he said. “I wanted to live this world. I wanted to be the one who lifted up the Torah. ... I was this little kid, and whatever they told me in these matters resonated.”15

			Still, as a child he showed little interest in the synagogue his ancestors founded. Hebrew school, he said, “bored” him, and Wilfred Shuchat, who was appointed rabbi of Shaar Hashomayim in 1948, appears to confirm this. Leonard “was okay” as a student, says the old rabbi, “but scholarship wasn’t his real interest. It was his personality, the way he interpreted things. He was very creative.”

			Leonard did not cry at the death of his father; he wept more when his dog Tinkie died a few years later. “I didn’t feel a profound sense of loss,” he said in a 1991 interview, “maybe because he was very ill throughout my entire childhood. It seemed natural that he died. He was weak and he died. Maybe my heart is cold.”16

			It is true that since the previous summer Nathan had been in and out of the Royal Victoria Hospital. If it is also true that the loss of his father had no great effect on Leonard, he was not so young at nine years old that it would not have registered on him. Somewhere inside, something would have changed—an awareness for the first time of impermanence, perhaps, or a sad wisdom, a crack where the insecurity or the solitude came in. What Leonard has said, and written, that he was most aware of during this important episode of his childhood was the change of status it bestowed on him. While his father lay in the living room in the coffin, his uncle Horace took him aside and told him that he, Leonard, was the man of the house now, and that the women—his mother and his fourteen-year-old sister, Esther—were his responsibility. “This made me proud,” Leonard wrote in “Ceremonies.” “I felt like the consecrated young prince of some folk-beloved dynasty. I was the oldest son of the oldest son.”17

		

	


	
		
			Two

			House of Women

			In his early teens Leonard developed a keen interest in hypnosis. He acquired a slim, pocket-sized, anonymously written book with the lengthy title 25 Lessons in Hypnotism: How to Become an Expert Operator and the extravagant claim of being “the most perfect, complete, easily learned and comprehensive COURSE in the world, embracing the Science of Magnetic Healing, Telepathy, Mind Reading, Clairvoyant Hypnosis, Mesmerism, Animal Magnetism and Kindred Sciences.” On the front cover, beneath a crude sketch of a Victorian lady held spellbound by a wild-haired, mustached gentleman, Leonard wrote his name in ink in his best handwriting and set about his studies.

			It turned out that Leonard had a natural talent for mesmerism. Finding instant success with domestic animals, he moved on to the domestic staff, recruiting as his first human subject the family maid. At his direction, the young woman sat on the chesterfield sofa. Leonard drew a chair alongside and, as the book instructed, told her in a slow gentle voice to relax her muscles and look into his eyes. Picking up a pencil, he moved it slowly in front of her face, back and forth, back and forth, and succeeded in putting her in a trance. Disregarding (or depending on one’s interpretation, following) the author’s directive that his teachings should be used only for educational purposes, Leonard instructed the maid to undress.

			What a moment it must have been for the adolescent Leonard. This successful fusion of arcane wisdom and sexual longing. To sit beside a naked woman, in his own home, convinced that he made this happen, simply by talent, study, mastery of an art and imposition of his will. When he found it difficult to awaken her, Leonard started to panic. He was terrified his mother might come home and catch them—though one imagines this would have simply added a sense of impending doom, despair and loss to the heady mix that would make it even more exquisitely Leonard Cohenesque.

			Chapter Two of the hypnotism manual might have been written as career advice to the singer and performer Leonard would become. It cautioned against any appearance of levity and instructed, “Your features should be set, firm and stern. Be quiet in all your actions. Let your voice grow lower, lower, till just above a whisper. Pause a moment or two. You will fail if you try to hurry.”1

			When Leonard re-created the episode in his twenties in The Favorite Game, he wrote, “He had never seen a woman so naked. ... He was astonished, happy, and frightened before all the spiritual authorities of the universe. Then he sat back to stare. This is what he had waited for so long to see. He wasn’t disappointed and never has been.”2 Although it is ascribed to his fictionalized alter ego, it is hard to imagine that these sentiments were not Leonard’s own. Decades later he would still say, “I don’t think a man ever gets over that first sight of the naked woman. I think that’s Eve standing over him, that’s the morning and the dew on the skin. And I think that’s the major content of every man’s imagination. All the sad adventures in pornography and love and song are just steps on the path toward that holy vision.”3 The maid, incidentally, was a ukulele player, an instrument his fictional alter ego took for a lute and the girl, by extension, for an angel. And everybody knows that naked angels possess a portal to the divine.

			Leonard always complained there were no girls. That he couldn’t get girls,” says Mort Rosengarten. “And it was always a serious complaint.” Rosengarten is a sculptor and Leonard’s oldest friend. He is the model for Krantz, the best friend of the protagonist of The Favorite Game. “You have to remember,” Rosengarten says, his soft voice barely audible over the whirr of the ventilator emphysema obliges him to use, “that at that time we were raised in a totally segregated way. At school the boys were in one part of the school and the girls were in another and there was no interaction whatsoever, and because we didn’t fall in with the conventional Westmount society of our peers in terms of our behavior, we didn’t have access to those women either, because they were on a certain path. But I always thought that Leonard was lucky, that he knew and understood something about women, because he lived in a house of women, his sister, Esther, and his mother. I knew nothing about women; I just had a brother, and my mother wasn’t giving any of her secrets away about what women were about. So we always complained.”

			Rosengarten’s home is a small, wonky, two-story terraced house with a bathtub in the kitchen, near to the Parc du Portugal, off the Main. When he moved here forty years ago, it was a blue-collar, immigrant neighborhood. Despite the signs of gentrification—the fancy boutiques and cafés—the old Jewish delis with Formica tabletops that Mort and Leonard used to frequent are still there. It was a world away from their privileged Westmount origins. Mort grew up on Upper Belmont, five hundred yards and another economic stratum above the Cohen family’s Lower Belmont home. Though the money is long gone now, the Rosengartens had been extremely wealthy; they had two Cadillacs and a country estate in the Eastern Townships, some sixty miles outside Montreal. Leonard and Mort met and became friends on neutral territory, when Mort was ten and Leonard nine years old. It was at summer camp in June 1944, five months after the death of Leonard’s father.

			The Cohens had long been accustomed to spending the season together at the seaside in Maine, in the U.S. But in the summers of 1940 and ’41, when Canada was at war with Germany but America had not yet joined the battle, the U.S. imposition of currency restrictions made it more sensible for Canadians to take their holidays at home. A popular spot was the Laurentians, north of Montreal. The writer Mordecai Richler described it as “a veritable Jewish paradise, a minor-league Catskills,”4 with hotels and inns where old men in yarmulkes gossiped in Yiddish across the road from the “Gentiles only” bowling green. For those at Leonard’s end of the age spectrum there was a proliferation of summer camps along the lakes around Sainte-Agathe. Camp Hiawatha offered its young charges the usual menu of fresh air, cabin dorms, communal showers, arts and crafts, playing fields and biting insects, but “it was terrible,” says Rosengarten, with feeling. “Their biggest concern was to reassure the parents that you would never get into any kind of adventure whatsoever. I was stuck there for a few years, though Leonard only went for one summer; his mother found a more sensible camp where they taught you to canoe and swim”—swimming being something Leonard did enthusiastically and well. An itemized bill from Camp Hiawatha in 1944 appears to confirm Rosengarten’s dim view of the activities on offer: Leonard’s allowance was spent on the tuck shop, stationery, stamps, a haircut and a train ticket home.5

			Leonard and Mort had more in common than their prosperous Westmount Jewish backgrounds. Neither had much of a father figure in his life—Leonard’s was dead and Mort’s often absent—and each had a mother who, certainly by 1940s Westmount Jewish society standards, was unconventional. Mort’s mother came from a working-class background and considered herself “modern.” Leonard’s was a Russian immigrant and had been considerably younger than her late husband. If Masha’s accent and dramatic nature had not ensured a certain separateness from the other mothers in the young boys’ small, insular community, being an attractive, strikingly dressed young widow most likely would. But Leonard and Mort’s friendship would really deepen four years later, when they both attended the same junior high school.

			Westmount High, a large gray stone building, with lush lawns and a crest with a Latin motto (Dux Vitae Ratio: “Reason Is Life’s Guide”), looked like it had snuck out of Cambridge and onto a plane to Canada in the dead of night, having grown tired of spending centuries shaping the minds of well-bred British boys. In fact it was relatively young, a Protestant school founded in a far more modest building in 1873, although still among the oldest English-speaking schools in Quebec. At the time of Leonard’s attendance, Jewish pupils made up between a quarter and a third of the school population. A general mood of religious tolerance, or indifference, reigned, and the two groups mixed and socialized, went to each other’s parties. “We took our Jewish holidays when they came up and we celebrated the Christian holidays,” says Rona Feldman, one of Leonard’s classmates. “A lot of us were in the choir and the Christmas plays.” Leonard’s Catholic nanny, who walked him to school every morning—no matter, as Mort Rosengarten pointed out, that “it was a block away; Leonard’s family was a very formal kind of scene”—had taken him to church with her in the past. “I love Jesus,” Leonard said. “Always did, even as a kid.” He added, “I kept it to myself; I didn’t stand up in shul and say ‘I love Jesus.’ ”6

			At the age of thirteen, Leonard celebrated his bar mitzvah, his Jewish coming of age. Watched by his uncles and cousins, a battalion of Cohens, he climbed onto a footstool—it was the only way he could see—and read from the Torah for the first time in the synagogue his ancestors had founded and presided over. “There were lots of members of his family,” recalls Rabbi Shuchat, with whom Leonard had taken his bar mitzvah class, “but it was very difficult for Leonard, because his father was not there” to speak the customary prayer of release. But since the war began, everyone seemed to have someone, or something, missing. “There was the rationing and coupons for certain things like meat,” Rona Feldman remembers, “and they sold war savings stamps in the school and some of the classes competed with each other for who bought the most war savings stamps each week. There was a girl going to school with us who was part of a program of children sent to different places to keep them safe during the war, and we all knew families who had members overseas in the army or the air force.” And when the war was over, there were the nightmarish photos of victims of the concentration camps. The war, said Mort Rosengarten, was “a very big thing for us,” meaning Leonard and himself. “It was absolutely a very important factor in our sensibility.”

			The summer of 1948, the bridge between leaving Roslyn Elementary and starting at Westmount High, was once again spent at summer camp. Among the mementos from Camp Wabi-Kon in Leonard’s archives are a swimming and water safety certificate, and a document written in a neat, child’s hand and signed by Leonard and six other boys. A schoolboy pact, it read: “We should not fight and we must try to get along better. We should appreciate things better. We should be better sports and we should have more spirit. We shouldn’t boss each other around. We must not use foul language.”7 They had even devised a list of penalties, ranging from missing supper to going to bed half an hour early.

			The boyish earnestness and idealism had an almost Enid Blyton–like innocence to it. Back home in his bedroom on Belmont Avenue, though, Leonard was thinking about girls—cutting pictures of models from his mother’s magazines and gazing out of the window as the wind whipped up the skirts of the women as they walked through Murray Hill Park or plastered them deliciously to their thighs. In the back pages of his comic books he would study the Charles Atlas ads that promised puny little boys like himself the kind of muscles it takes to woo a girl. Leonard was small for his age; a new use the adolescent had found for Kleenex was to wad it up and put it in his shoes to make lifts. It bothered Leonard that he was shorter than his friends—some of the girls in his high school class were a head taller—but he started to learn that girls could be won around “by stories and talk.” In The Favorite Game his alter ego “began to think of himself as the Tiny Conspirator, the Cunning Dwarf.”8 In Rona Feldman’s recollection, Leonard in fact was “extremely popular” with the girls in their class, although, due to his height, “most girls thought he was adorable more than a hunk. I just remember him being very sweet. He had that same kind of grin that he has now, a little bit of a half grin, kind of shy, and when he smiled it was so genuine, it was so satisfying to see him smile. I think he was very well liked.”

			Since the age of thirteen Leonard had taken to going out late at night, two or three nights a week, wandering alone through the seedier streets of Montreal. Before the Saint Lawrence Seaway was built the city was a major port, the place where all the cargo destined for central North America went to be offloaded from oceangoing freighters and put on canal boats and taken up to the Great Lakes or sent by rail to the West. At night the city swarmed with sailors, longshoremen and passengers from the cruise ships that docked in the harbor, and welcoming them were countless bars, which openly flouted the law requiring that they close at three A.M. The daily newspapers carried notices for shows on Saint Catherine Street that started at four in the morning and ended just before dawn. There were jazz clubs, blues clubs, movie houses, bars where the only thing they played was Quebecois country and western, and cafés with jukeboxes whose content Leonard came to know by heart.

			Leonard wrote about his night ramblings in an unpublished, undated piece from the late fifties titled “The Juke-Box Heart: Excerpt From a Journal.” “When I was about 13 yrs old I did the things my friends did until they went to bed, then I’d walk miles along Saint Catherine street, a night-lover, peeking into marble-tabled cafeterias where men wore overcoats even in the summer.” There was a boyish innocence to his description of his early wanderings: peering into the windows of novelty shops “to catalogue the magic and tricks, rubber cockroaches, handshake buzzers.” As he walked he would imagine he was a man in his twenties, “raincoated, battered hat pulled low above intense eyes, a history of injustice in his heart, a face too noble for revenge, walking the night along some wet boulevard, followed by the sympathy of countless audiences [ ... ] loved by two or three beautiful women who could never have him.” He might have been describing a character from one of the comic books he read or from one of the private eye movies he had seen; Leonard was by this time already a cinephile. But, after throwing a quote from Baudelaire into the mix, he was enough of a self-critic to add, “This writing embarrasses me. I am humorist enough to see a young man stepping out of Stendhal, given to self-dramatization, walking off a comfortless erection. Perhaps masturbation would have been more effective and less tiring.”9

			Leonard walked slowly past the working girls on the street, but in spite of the need and longing in his eyes the hookers looked over his head, calling out to the men who passed, offering them what Leonard had begun to want more than anything. The world of Leonard’s imagination must have grown enormously during that time, and an exhilarating sense of possibility, but also a sense of isolation, an awareness of the blues. Says Mort Rosengarten, who after a time would join his friend on his late-night adventures, “Leonard looked young, and I did too. But you could get served in bars—girls at thirteen. It was very open back then and also very corrupt. A lot of these bars were controlled by the Mafia, you had to pay someone off to get a license, and it was the same with taverns, which were bars that sold only beer and only to men, no women allowed, and there were lots of those because they were the cheapest place to drink. At six in the morning you could go in and it would be full of people. Leonard didn’t have to sneak out of the house; we both came from homes where nobody really worried about that or where we were. But the Westmount Jewish community was quite small and a very protected environment, with a very strong sense of group identity, these young people who all knew each other. So he went to Saint Catherine Street to experience what we had never seen or been allowed to do.”

			While this was going on, Leonard’s musical boundaries were also starting to expand. At his mother’s encouragement he had started taking piano lessons—not because he had shown any special interest or talent in that area but because his mother encouraged Leonard in almost everything and piano lessons were what one did. Piano was not Leonard’s first musical instrument—in elementary school he had played a Bakelite Tonette, a kind of recorder—and he did not stick with it for long. He found practicing the exercises that his teacher, Miss MacDougal, sent him home with a dull and solitary business. He preferred the clarinet, which he played in the high school band alongside Mort, who had escaped his own piano lessons by taking up the trombone. Leonard was involved in a number of extracurricular school activities. He had been elected president of the student council and was also on the executive of the drama club, as well as on the board of publishers responsible for the high school yearbook, Vox Ducum—a periodical that might claim to have been the first to publish one of Leonard’s stories. “Kill or Be Killed” appeared in its pages in 1950.

			Rosengarten recalls, “Leonard was always very articulate and could address groups of people.” A report from Camp Wabi-Kon dated August 1949 noted that “Lenny is the leader of the cabin and is looked up to by all members of the cabin. He is the most popular boy in the unit and is friendly with everyone [and] well-liked by the entire staff.”* At the same time, school friends remembered Leonard as a shy boy, engaged in the solitary pursuit of writing poetry, someone who deflected attention more than courted it. Nancy Bacal, another close friend who has known Leonard from boyhood on, remembers him during that period as “someone special, but in a quiet way. That seeming contradiction: he moves into leadership naturally, except that he remains invisible at the same time. His intensity and power operates from below the surface.” A curious mix, this public and private nature, but it appears to have been workable; certainly it stuck.

			The Big Bang of Leonard, the moment when poetry, music, sex and spiritual longing collided and fused in him for the first time, happened in 1950, between his fifteenth and sixteenth birthdays. Leonard was standing outside a secondhand book shop, browsing through the racks, when he happened upon The Selected Poems of Federico Garcia Lorca. Leafing through its pages, he stopped at “Gacela of the Morning Market.”10

			The poem made the hairs stand up on the back of his neck. Leonard had felt that sensation before, hearing the power and the beauty of the verses read aloud at the synagogue—another repository of secrets. Lorca was a Spaniard, a homosexual, an open anti-Fascist, who was executed by the Nationalist militia when Leonard was two years old. But “the universe he revealed seemed very familiar” to Leonard, his words illuminating “a landscape that you thought you alone walked on.”11 Part of that landscape was loneliness. As Leonard tried to explain more than three years later, “When something was said in a certain kind of way, it seemed to embrace the cosmos. It’s not just my heart, but every heart was involved, and the loneliness was dissolved, and you felt that you were this aching creature in the midst of an aching cosmos, and the ache was okay. Not only was it okay, but it was the way that you embraced the sun and the moon.” He was, in his own words, “completely hooked.”12

			Lorca was a dramatist and a collector of old Spanish folk songs as well as a poet, and his poems were dark, melodious, elegiac and emotionally intense, honest and at the same time self-mythologizing. He wrote as if song and poetry were part of the same breath. Through his love for Gypsy culture and his depressive cast of mind he introduced Leonard to the sorrow, romance and dignity of flamenco. Through his political stance he introduced Leonard to the sorrow, romance and dignity of the Spanish Civil War. Leonard was very pleased to meet them both.

			Leonard began writing poems in earnest. “I wanted to respond to these poems,” he said. “Every poem that touches you is like a call that needs a response, one wants to respond with one’s own story.”13 He did not try to copy Lorca—“I wouldn’t dare,” he said. But Lorca, he felt, had given him permission to find his own voice, and also an instruction on what to do with it, which was “never to lament casually.”14 Over the subsequent years, whenever interviewers would ask him what drew him to poetry, Leonard offered an earthier reason: getting women. Having someone confirm one’s beauty in verse was a big attraction for women, and, before rock ’n’ roll came along, poets had the monopoly. But in reality, for a boy of his age, generation and background, “everything was in my imagination,” Leonard said. “We were starved. It wasn’t like today, you didn’t sleep with your girlfriend. I just wanted to embrace someone.”15

			At the age of fifteen, at around the same time he discovered the poetry of Lorca, Leonard also bought a Spanish guitar for twelve Canadian dollars from a pawnshop on Craig Street. He found he could play some very rudimentary chords almost immediately on the top four strings, thanks to having previously owned (like the hypnotized maid in The Favorite Game) a ukulele. Leonard had taught himself to play ukulele—much as he had taught himself hypnosis—from an instruction manual, the famous 1928 book by Roy Smeck, the so-called “Wizard of the Strings.” “I think I had mentioned it to cousin Lazzy, who was very kind to me after my father died—he would take me to the baseball games at the Montreal ballpark, the Montreal Royals, which was the first team that Jackie Robinson played in. He said, ‘Roy Smeck is coming to El Morocco,’ a nightclub in Montreal. ‘Would you like to meet him?’ I couldn’t go hear him, because a child wasn’t allowed in a nightclub, but he brought me to Roy Smeck’s hotel room and I met the great Roy Smeck.”16

			In the summer of 1950, when Leonard left once again for summer camp—Camp Sunshine in Sainte-Marguerite—he took the guitar with him. Here he would begin playing folk songs, and discover for the first time the instrument’s possibilities when it came to his social life.

			You were still going to summer camp at age fifteen?

			“I was a counselor. It was a Jewish Community Camp for kids that really couldn’t afford the expensive summer camps and the director they had hired, an American, accidentally happened to be a Socialist. He was on the side of the North Koreans in the Korean War, which had just broken out. The Socialists at that time were the only people who were playing guitar and singing folk songs; they felt that they had an ideological obligation to learn the songs and repeat them. So a copy of The People’s Songbook appeared. Do you know it? A great songbook, with all the chords and tablature, and I went through that book many, many times during that summer, with Alfie Magerman, who was the nephew of the director and had Socialist credentials—his father was a union organizer—and a guitar. I started learning the guitar, going through that songbook from beginning to end many many times during that summer. I was very touched by those lyrics. A lot of them were just ordinary folk songs rewritten—“His Truth Goes Marching On” was transformed by the Socialists into ‘In our hands is placed a power / Greater than their hoarded gold / Greater than the might of Adam / Multiplied a million-fold / We will give birth to a new world / From the ashes of the old / For the union makes us strong / Solidarity Forever / Solidarity Forever / Solidarity Forever / For the union makes us strong.’ There were a lot of the Wobbly songs—I don’t know if you know that movement? A Socialist international workers union. Wonderful songs. ‘There once was a union maid / Who never was afraid / Of goons and ginks and company finks / And deputy sheriffs that made the raid ... No you can’t scare me I’m stickin’ with the union.’ Great song.”

			If one can tell a man’s enthusiasm by the length of an answer, Leonard was clearly enthused. Some fifty years after his stay at Camp Sunshine he could still sing the songbook by heart from beginning to end.* In 1949, 1950, a guitar did not come attached to the immense iconography and sexual magnetism it would later acquire, but Leonard learned quickly that playing one did not repel girls. A group photograph shot at summer camp shows the teenage Leonard, though still short, slightly plump and wearing clothes no man should ever wear in public—white shorts, white polo shirt, black shoes, white socks—with the blondest, coolest-looking girl sitting next to him, her knee touching his.

			Back home in Westmount, Leonard continued his investigations into folk music—Woody Guthrie, Lead Belly, Canadian folksingers, Scottish border ballads, flamenco. He says, “That’s when I started finding the music I loved.”17 In Murray Hill Park one day, he happened upon a young, black-haired man standing by the tennis courts, playing a lonely-sounding Spanish melody on an acoustic guitar. A cluster of women had gathered about the musician. Leonard could see that “he was courting them” with his music, in some mysterious way.18 Leonard was also captivated. He stayed to listen and at the appropriate moment asked the young man if he would consider teaching him how to play. The young man, it turned out, was Spanish and did not understand English. Through a combination of gestures and broken French, Leonard gained the phone number of the boardinghouse downtown where the Spaniard was renting a room, and a promise that the Spaniard would come to 599 Belmont Avenue and give him a lesson.

			On his first visit, the Spaniard picked up Leonard’s guitar and inspected it. It wasn’t bad, he said. Tuning it, he played a rapid flamenco progression, producing a sound on the instrument unlike anything Leonard had ever thought possible. He handed the guitar back to Leonard and indicated that it was his turn. Leonard had no desire after such a performance to play one of the folk songs he had learned and declined, professing that he did not know how. The young man placed Leonard’s fingers on the frets and showed him how to make some chords. Then he left, promising to return the next day.

			At the second lesson, the Spaniard started to teach Leonard the six-chord flamenco progression he had played the day before, and at the third lesson Leonard began learning the tremolo pattern. He practiced diligently, standing in front of a mirror, copying how the young man held the guitar when he played. His young teacher failed to arrive for their fourth lesson. When Leonard called the number of his boardinghouse, the landlady answered the phone. The guitar player was dead, she told him. He had committed suicide.

			“I knew nothing about the man, why he came to Montreal, why he appeared in that tennis court, why he took his life,” Leonard would say to an audience of dignitaries in Spain some sixty years later, “but it was those six chords, it was that guitar pattern, that has been the basis of all my songs, and of all my music.”19

			In Montreal in 1950, Leonard’s home life had taken a new turn. His mother had remarried. Her new husband was Harry Ostrow, a pharmacist, “a very sweet, ineffectual man, a nice guy,” as Leonard’s cousin David Cohen recalls him, with whom Leonard seemed to have little more than a pleasant but distant relationship. By coincidence Masha’s second husband would also be diagnosed with a grave illness. With his mother preoccupied with the prospect of nursing another sick man, and his sister, twenty years old now, with other things on her mind than her adolescent brother, Leonard was left to his own devices. When he was not in the classroom or involved in some after-school activity, he was in his bedroom, writing poems, or, increasingly, out cruising the streets of Montreal with Mort.

			Sixteen and legally old enough to drive, Mort took one of the family’s two Cadillacs and cruised down the hill to Leonard’s house. “One of our favorite things was at four in the morning we would drive the streets of Montreal, especially the older part of Montreal, along the harbor and out to the east end where the oil refineries were,” says Rosengarten. “We were looking for girls—on the street at four o’clock in the morning, these beautiful girls we thought would be walking around, waiting for us. Of course there was absolutely nobody.” On nights when the snow was heavy and the streets were empty they would still drive, the heater on, heading east to the Townships or north to the Laurentians, the Cadillac with Mort at the wheel cutting a black line through the deep snowdrifts like Moses practicing for his trick with the Red Sea. And they would talk about girls, talk about everything.

			“They were not bound to anything. They could sample all the possibilities. They flashed by trees that took a hundred years to grow. They tore through towns where men lived their whole lives. ... Back in the city their families were growing like vines. ... They were flying from the majority, from the real bar mitzvah, the real initiation, the real and vicious circumcision which society was hovering to inflict through limits and dull routine,” Leonard wrote, re-creating these night rides with Mort in fiction. “The highway was empty. They were the only two in flight and that knowledge made them deeper friends than ever.”20

		

	


	
		
			Three

			Twenty Thousand Verses

			The streets around McGill University were named for august British men—Peel, Stanley, McTavish—its buildings constructed by solid, stony Scotsmen in solid Scottish stone. There was an Oxbridge air to the grand library and the grander Arts Building, on whose dome the McGill flag flew at half-mast when one of their number died. The spacious quadrangle was outlined by tall, thin trees whose posture remained perfectly erect even when weighed down by heavy snow. Beyond the iron gates there were Victorian mansions, some converted into boardinghouses where students lived. Had someone told you the British Empire was run from McGill, you’d be forgiven for believing them; in September 1951, when Leonard started at McGill on his seventeenth birthday, it was the most perfect nineteenth-century city-within-a-city in North America.

			Three months earlier Leonard had graduated from Westmount High. Vox Ducum, the yearbook he had helped edit, contained two photos of him. One was a group shot in which the sixteen-year-old Leonard beamed from the center front row, above a caption that read, with unfamiliar familiarity, “Len Cohen, President of the Student Council.” The other, more formal photograph, which accompanied his yearbook entry, showed Leonard wearing a suit and a faraway look. As yearbook tradition dictated, Leonard’s entry opened with a stirring quote: “We cannot conquer fear yet we can yield to it in such a manner as to be greater than it.” It went on to list his pet aversion (“the coke machine”), hobby (“photography”), pastimes (“leading sing-songs at intermissions”) and ambition: “World Famous Orator.” Under “Prototype” Leonard summed himself up as “the little man who is always there.” It closed with an impressive list of his high school activities: presidency of the student council, a place on Vox Ducum’s publishing board, membership in the Menorah Club, the Art Club, the Current Events Club and the YMHA (Young Men’s Hebrew Association) and cheerleader.1 To all appearances this was a sixteen-year-old with a good deal of self-confidence, tempered with a large dollop of the requisite Canadian self-mockery. All in all, though, an achiever. It was only to be expected that the next step would be McGill, the foremost English-speaking university in the province.

			During his first year at McGill, Leonard studied general arts, moving on to math, commerce, political science and law. More accurately, according to his own report, he read, drank, played music and missed as many lectures as possible. Judging by his average grade on graduation—56.4 percent—this was not one of his customary understatements. Leonard performed underwhelmingly in his favorite subject, English literature, and did no better in French—a class he took, according to his friend and fellow student (now chancellor of McGill) Arnold Steinberg, “because both of us had heard it was an easy course to pass. I failed the course and Leonard’s French was certainly minimal. We never took it seriously.” The curriculum offered no Baudelaire or Rimbaud; instead they spent the whole year studying a book about a young, aristocratic White Russian couple who had been forced to move to Paris after the revolution and work as servants for a French family. Written by the French dramatist Jacques Deval, it was titled Tovarich—the original name of Leonard’s Scottish terrier Tinkie.*

			This insensitivity to the language of half their hometown’s population was by no means exclusive to Leonard and his friends. Montreal’s Anglophones—particularly residents of a privileged enclave like Westmount, of which McGill was a privileged extension—had few dealings with the Francophone population other than the French-Canadian girls who had started pouring into the city from the countryside in the thirties, during the Great Depression, to get work as maids. The general attitude to bilingualism at that time was not a lot different, if less deity-specific, from that of the first female governor of Texas, Ma Ferguson: “If the English language was good enough for Jesus Christ, it’s good enough for everybody.” To English-speaking Montrealers of that time, French would have felt as much a foreign language as it did to any English schoolchild, and likewise would have been taught by an English-speaking teacher, because French-speaking teachers couldn’t work in English-speaking schools (and vice versa).

			“The French were invisible,” says Mort Rosengarten. “At that time we had two school boards in Montreal, the Catholic, which was Francophone, and the Protestant, which was Anglophone, and the Jews—who had their own school board at one point—decided to throw in their lot with the Protestants. Not only were they in different schools, they had different school hours, so the kids were never on the street at the same time, so you never really had contact with them. It was very strange.” Mort had already been at McGill for a year, studying art, and Steinberg studying commerce, when Leonard arrived. Where Leonard excelled at university, as he had at Westmount High, was in extracurricular activities. Like a trainee Grandfather Lyon he amassed committee positions, society memberships and presidencies.

			Along with his fellow McGill students, Leonard was enrolled automatically in the Debating Union. He shone in debate. He had a natural flair, as well as a taste, for using language with precision. He took easily to composing a statement that might or might not reflect his innermost thoughts but that, with his poet’s ear, sounded convincing, or at the very least good, and could win over an audience. For a shy young man Leonard had no trouble getting onstage and talking in front of people; oration was the one subject at McGill for which he was awarded an A. In his first year at McGill Leonard won the Bovey Shield for his university’s debating team; in the second year he was elected the Debating Union’s secretary; in the third he rose to vice president and in his fourth and final year, president.

			Leonard and Mort joined a Jewish fraternity house on the campus, Zeta Beta Tau, and Leonard became president of that too, and a good deal more swiftly. A certificate confirms his election date as January 31, 1952, only four months after his first day at McGill.2 Like the other fraternities, ZBT had its own songbook—celebratory marching songs of the type improved by alcohol—and Leonard knew the words to all of them. Fraternities and presidencies might appear surprisingly pro-establishment for a youth who had shown himself to have Socialist tendencies and a poetic inclination, but Leonard, as Arnold Steinberg notes, “is not antiestablishment and never was, except that he has never done what the establishment does. But that doesn’t make him antiestablishment. Leonard, of all the people I knew, was the most formal by far. Not formal vis-à-vis other people; he had a very winning way, very, very charming. But in his manners, his dress, his way of speaking, he had a very conventional approach to things.”

			Leonard’s summer camp reports had described him as clean, tidy and polite, and he was. “That’s how we were brought up,” says David Cohen, Leonard’s cousin. “We were always taught to be well mannered and say ‘yes, sir,’ ‘thank you,’ stand up when an adult came into the room and all that good stuff.” As to his sartorial formality, Leonard had a reputation even then for being dressed to the nines (although, master of understatement that he was, he would have insisted he was dressed to the eights). Mort shared Leonard’s love for a good suit. Both having families in the clothing business, they could indulge their tastes.

			“We would design our own clothes in our teens and they were very distinctive,” says Rosengarten, “and generally more conservative than the popular fashions at the time. I had access to a custom tailor who would make them according to my idea of what the suit should be and Leonard told them what he wanted. I even had my shirts made, but mostly because I had a very thin neck and couldn’t get adult shirts in my size.” David Cohen recalls seeing Mort hanging out in the pool room at the student union, cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth, the sleeves of his made-to-measure shirt held up with armbands. “In some ways,” Rosengarten continues, “the conformist part of the Westmount Jewish community were very hostile to the fact that we were artists and not conforming and doing the right things—but we always had a good suit. And Leonard was always impeccably dressed.”

			Leonard’s unconventionality showed in other ways, Steinberg says. “He was always writing and drawing, even in his teens, and he never went anywhere without a notepad. He would draw sketches endlessly, but mostly he wrote. He would have ideas and he wrote them down, and he would write poems. Writing was his passion and so much a part of him. I remember sitting next to him in the French class on one of those double desk benches and there was an English woman named Shirley who we thought was the most beautiful girl. He was madly in love with this Shirley and he would write poems in class inspired by her.”

			Girls and writing tied for top place in Leonard’s teenage preoccupations, and in each of these areas his performance showed marked improvement over Westmount High. One more markedly than the other: love was not yet the victory march he described in The Favorite Game, his alter ego walking home, exultant, from his first lover’s arms, eager to brag about his conquest, piqued that the citizenry of Westmount hadn’t risen from their beds to organize a ticker-tape parade. But this was the early fifties, a time when underwear white as a picket fence came up to the chest, where they met brassieres as impenetrable as fortresses. A boy’s options were limited. “You could eventually hold a girl’s hand,” said Leonard. “Sometimes she would let you kiss her.” Anything more was “forbidden.”3

			His writing had no such constraints and was quite promiscuous. Leonard wrote poems “all the time,” Rosengarten recalls, “in a kind of journal he always carried with him, and which once in a while he would lose or leave somewhere and the next day he would frantically try to find it, very upset, because there was all this work in there and he had no copies.” At home Leonard had started to use a manual typewriter, tapping away at the keys while his grandfather Rabbi Solomon Klonitzki-Kline wrote in the next room. Masha’s father had moved in for the year, and he and Leonard would often sit together of an evening, going through the Book of Isaiah, which the rabbi knew by heart and which Leonard came to love for its poetry, imagery and prophecy. More than anything though, Leonard loved sitting with the old man, who would express “solidarity and pleasure”4 that his grandson was a writer also.

			Despite his poor showing in English classes (he did far better in math), it was at McGill that Leonard really became a poet—indeed was knighted a poet in a spontaneous ceremony by Louis Dudek, the Polish-Canadian Catholic poet, essayist and publisher. Dudek taught the thrice-weekly literature course that Leonard took during his third year. The class of fifty would meet Monday, Wednesday and Friday at five P.M. in the Arts Building; the curriculum included Goethe, Schiller, Rousseau, Tolstoy, Chekhov, Thomas Mann, Dostoyevsky, Proust, T. S. Eliot, D. H. Lawrence, Ezra Pound and James Joyce.

			Dudek’s agenda, as described by Ruth Wisse, one of Leonard’s fellow students and subsequently professor of Yiddish literature and comparative literature at Harvard, was to teach his students two important things: “The first was modern poetry and literature, which had evolved fully abroad but which had barely started in Canada, with small groups of poets having a limited audience. ... The second program was the massive movement of European literature and thought since the eighteenth century, with its profound practical implications, which students’ minds had still to experience, like buckets of cold water thrown at them from a high lectern.” Leonard, she said, “was launched by the first.” Confident even then of his inclusion in this world of modern Canadian poets, he “did not treat his teacher with [Wisse’s] kind of deference but more like a colleague, on equal terms.”5 Leonard agreed. “Back then I was very self-confident. I had no doubts that my work would penetrate the world painlessly. I believed I was among the great.”6

			Lagging a little among Leonard’s interests and pursuits, though still firmly in the race, was music. Intriguingly, considering his propensity for joining societies, Leonard was not a member of the McGill Music Club (despite the presence on the committee of an attractive blonde named Ann Peacock, whose name could also be found among the editorial staff of The Forge, a literary magazine). But in 1952, between his first and second years, Leonard formed his first band with two university friends, Mike Doddman and Terry Davis. The Buckskin Boys was a country and western trio (Mort had not yet taken up the banjo or it might have been a quartet), which set about cornering the Montreal square-dance market.

			A square-dance band? What possessed you?

			“Square dances were popular at the time. We would be hired for high school square dances and church square dances—those being the social occasions that were affirmed and encouraged by the elders. There was really no slow dancing, not much touching, you just join arms and twist around for a while. Very decent. [A wry smile] And we all found out we had buckskin jackets—I had inherited mine from my father—so we called ourselves the Buckskin Boys.”

			The only Jewish country and western band in Montreal?

			“It was actually an eclectic religious group. Mike was a neighbor of mine who played harmonica and Terry, who was a friend of Mike’s, knew how to call the dances and played a bucket bass” (a washtub, rope and hockey stick). “We played the traditional songs, like ‘Red River Valley’ and ‘Turkey in the Straw.’ ”

			Were you any good?

			“We never thought we were very hot, we were just happy that people hired us. I think if I heard the music now I would probably appreciate it. But there was never any sense that this would have any future, that there was anything but the moment. No sense of a career involved at all. The word ‘career’ always had an unattractive and burdensome resonance in my heart. My idea mostly was to avoid participating in that activity called career, and I’ve been pretty much able to avoid it.”

			The band would practice at the Davis family house, in the basement playroom. “They always seemed to have a great time together, with a lot of friendly kibitzing going on,” remembers Dean Davis, the late Terry Davis’s brother; Dean ran the phonograph at their shows and acted as soundman. “I know my parents thought of Leonard as being very polite and a gentleman for his age. My mother always thought it was pretty funny that their trio consisted of a Protestant, a Jew and a Catholic.” Recalls Janet Davis, Terry’s widow, “If she was giving them dinner, which happened to be pork on a Friday, she would say it was lamb if they asked.”

			Leonard also played in a second band, this time all Jewish, part of McGill’s Jewish student society, Hillel. They provided the music for a play whose crew included Freda Guttman and Yafa “Bunny” Lerner, two of Leonard’s college-years girlfriends. Mostly, though, he played guitar—alone, in the quadrangle, at the frat house, or anywhere there was a party. It wasn’t a performance; it was just something he did. Leonard with a guitar was as familiar a sight as Leonard with a notebook. Melvin Heft, who was at several of those teenage parties, says, “After a while, when he thought the mood was right, Leonard would take out his guitar and play songs and sing to us. He was not a braggart or trying to be a big shot—‘I’m going to sing to you’—he just did it, no fuss at all; it was a natural thing for him. He was always there, singing. He was enjoying it and so were we.”

			On weekends the action might move to Mort’s house in the Townships—half a dozen students piling into one car and heading for the countryside. Mort’s parents weren’t there and the place would be empty, except for a man who worked on the property and a woman who acted as concierge, neither of whom was in any position to stop their partying. The crowd might include Leonard; Arnold Steinberg; sometimes Yafa and Freda; Marvin Schulman, one of the first of their set to be openly gay; and Robert Hershorn, a close friend of Leonard’s who came from an even wealthier family. They would sit around drinking and talking. When it got dark they would drive to the Ripplecove Inn on Ayer’s Cliff, above Lake Massawippi, and drink and talk some more. At closing time they would go back to the house and put a record on the phonograph or play music themselves—Leonard on guitar, running through the folk songs he had learned at the Socialist camp or the pop songs he had absorbed from the jukeboxes of Saint Catherine Street.

			“We used to listen to music a lot,” says Rosengarten, “and Leonard, even before he started to write his own stuff, was relentless. He would play a song, whether it was ‘Home on the Range’ or whatever, over and over and over all day, play it on his guitar and sing it. When he was learning a song he would play it thousands of times, all day, for days and days and weeks, the same song, over and over, fast and slow, faster, this and that. It would drive you crazy. It was the same when he started to write his own stuff. He still works that way. It still takes him four years to write a lyric because he’s written twenty thousand verses or something.”

			Sometimes the crowd would assemble at Leonard’s family home on Belmont Avenue, although on these occasions his family would be there. Esther would drift in and out—mostly out; her little brother and his friends did not hold much interest—but Masha would preside over everything, making a fuss, making food, entertaining. “His mother was a dramatic lady,” says Rosengarten. “She was Russian, and she could be very, very dramatically unhappy about something and then burst into laughter and send it all up. Sometimes we would be going downtown at about nine o’clock in the evening and Masha would have a fit and say that it was no time to be going out and get all upset, but other times, when we would leave a bar with eight friends at three in the morning and go to her house and start carrying on, and she would come downstairs and greet everyone and offer them food, totally at ease with it; there was no telling how she was going to react.” Steinberg concurs: “Masha was very volatile, but everybody loved her because she was basically a lovely, warmhearted person and she adored Leonard. I don’t think she mixed much with the other mothers, so she hadn’t picked up the worrisome habits, and so it seemed to me that Leonard was very free. It was always fun just dropping in. I would sit there and listen and Leonard would play his guitar. He never thought of himself as a good musician or performer, but he was always playing, and always learning to play the guitar.”

			From the midfifties, the guests at Leonard’s parties were starting to include poets and writers, older men, often teachers from McGill. “There were no barriers, no master/student relationships,” Leonard said. “They liked our girlfriends.”7 Among the most influential of these teachers were Louis Dudek; Frank (“F. R.”) Scott, McGill’s dean of law, a poet and a Socialist; and Hugh MacLennan, author of the celebrated 1945 book Two Solitudes, an allegory of the irreconcilable differences between Canada’s French- and English-speaking populations. MacLennan joined McGill the same year as Leonard, who took his classes in the modern novel and creative writing. But the man who would prove the most crucial was an assistant political science teacher, a poet whom Leonard met in 1954 after inviting him to read from his new work, The Long Pea-Shooter, at the fraternity house. “There was Irving Layton and then there was the rest of us,” Leonard would say almost a lifetime later. “He is our greatest poet, our greatest champion of poetry.”8 Irving Layton would have readily agreed, and added even more laudatory adjectives of his own. Layton was larger, and louder, than life, a bullish man who looked like he’d been hewn from the same Scottish stone as McGill, only with less attention to detail. Layton was a hothead; his eyes blazed, there was an inner fire. Leonard, as did a succession of extraordinary women, loved him.

			A dating agency would have been very unlikely to have introduced these two as potential life mates. Twenty-two years Leonard’s senior, Layton’s brazen, iconoclastic, self-promoting style could hardly be more different from Leonard’s modest, self-effacing demeanor. Layton, with his wild mane of hair and disheveled clothes, looked like he had stepped out of a hurricane; Leonard looked like his clothes had been sewn on him every morning by a team of personal tailors. Layton was proudly belligerent; Leonard, despite a long attraction to machismo, wasn’t. Layton had fought in the Canadian Army, attaining the rank of lieutenant, the same as Leonard’s father; Leonard as a young child had hoped to go to military school, but that dream had died with his father. Still, Leonard had his father’s gun; his mother had argued with him about it, but in the end, Leonard won. Then there was the class difference. Layton was born in a small town in Romania in 1912 (his name was Israel Lazarovitch before his family emigrated to Canada) and raised in Saint-Urbain, Montreal’s working-class, Jewish immigrant neighborhood. Leonard’s upper-class Westmount background was at the opposite end of the Jewish social spectrum. What they had in common was a love of honesty, a taste for irony and a skill in the art of debate (in 1957, Layton appeared in a nationally televised debating series called Fighting Words, which he invariably won).

			Layton openly despised bourgeois Canada and its puritanism, and so did Leonard, if more covertly—as befitted a man who considered his own family bourgeois—such as when he worked behind the scenes to overturn the rule banning women and alcohol from students’ rooms at his fraternity house. Layton was powerfully sexual—which Leonard liked to think he was too, or might be, given half the chance—and so was Layton’s poetry: flagrant, unabashed, happy to provide names and details. Layton was passionate about poetry and the beauty and melody of the word—as was Leonard. Layton had become a poet, he said, “to make music out of words.” But he also wanted his poetry “to change the world,” to which the idealist in Leonard related strongly.

			As Rosengarten explains it, “The [Second World] War had been a very important factor on our sensibility; people you knew were going off and getting killed, and there was a possibility that we would lose the war and the Nazis would take over America or Canada. But the other thing was that, while this was going on, the word was that if we did win the war, because of the great sacrifice everybody had made, the world was going to become this wonderful utopian place, with all this collective energy that had been dissipated in the war directed toward its creation. I think for us it was somewhat disillusioning that, at the end of the war, the first thing they did was kind of repudiate the collective aspect of the society and maintain this idea that it was really good for business to produce things instead, and sell people products as substitutes for this collective spirit. And the enormous numbers of women who worked and did things during the war that were considered unfit for women were packed up after the war and sent back to the kitchen. Leonard and I, these were things we were shockingly aware of.” That sense of a lost Eden, of something beautiful that did not work out or could not last, would be detectable in a good deal of Leonard’s work.

			“There was a very interesting poetry scene in Montreal,” says Rosengarten, “and it was centered around Irving Layton and Louis Dudek, who were good friends at the time.” (They fell out later; their feuds over poetry became famous.) “There were lots of parties where they would read, many of them at Irving’s house in Côte-Saint-Luc,” west of Montreal. It is a large suburb today, with a street named after Layton, but in the fifties the farmhouse in which Irving lived with his wife and two children stood alone, surrounded by farmland. “At these parties people would read their poems to one another and discuss them and criticize stuff; it was pretty intense, and it would go sometimes most of the way through the night. There were many times when Leonard and I might quit the bars downtown at three in the morning and go over there to Irving’s, and there the scene would be going on. Leonard would show his poems at these parties. They took it seriously. They had a little magazine they mimeographed, two hundred and fifty copies, called CIV/n, because at that time the bookstores didn’t carry Canadian poets, you couldn’t buy a book with any of that contemporary poetry in a bookstore in Montreal; it was pretty grim. But, looking back on it, I realize now that that poetry scene had more influence on me in terms of aesthetics than all the art schools I attended in England with all these people who became important sculptors. I think the gang in Côte-Saint-Luc were way ahead of all of them.”

			“We really wanted to be great poets,” said Leonard. “We thought every time we met it was a summit conference. We thought it was terribly important what we were doing.”9 He looked on these evenings as a kind of poetry boot camp, where “training was intense, rigorous, and taken very seriously.” Leonard would always have an attraction to such regimens. “But the atmosphere was friendly. Once in a while there were tears, someone would leave in a rage, we would argue, but interest in the art of writing was at the center of our friendship.” He considered it an apprenticeship and he was an enthusiastic learner. “Irving and I used to spend a lot of evenings studying poems by someone like Wallace Stevens. We would study the poem until we discovered the code, until we knew exactly what the author was trying to say and how he did it. That was our life; our life was poetry.”10 Layton became, if not Leonard’s life coach, then his guide, his cheerleader and one of his dearest friends.

			In March 1954 in the fifth issue of CIV/n Leonard made his debut as a published poet. Alongside poems by Layton and Dudek (who were on the editorial board) and others of the Montreal poetry scene were three works credited to Leonard Norman Cohen: “Le Vieux,” “Folk Song” and “Satan in Westmount,” the last of the three about a devil who quoted Dante and “sang fragments of austere Spanish songs.”* The following year Leonard won first prize in McGill’s Chester Macnaghten Literary Competition with his poems “Sparrows” and the four-part Thoughts of a Landsman, which included “For Wilf and His House,” a poem that was published in 1955 in The Forge. A remarkably mature work, erudite and moving, it began,

			    When young the Christians told me

			    how we pinned Jesus

			    like a lovely butterfly against the wood

			    and I wept beside paintings of Calvary

			    at velvet wounds

			    and delicate twisted feet

			and ended,

			    Then let us compare mythologies.

			    I have learned my elaborate lie

			    of soaring crosses and poisoned thorns

			    and how my fathers nailed him

			    like a bat against a barn

			    to greet the autumn and late hungry ravens

			    as a hollow yellow sign.

			Layton had started taking Leonard with him to his book readings, where Leonard reveled in his friend’s showmanship, his grand gestures and braggadocio, and the passion that his performance induced in the audience, the women in particular. In the summer of ’55 Layton brought Leonard along to the Canadian Writers Conference in Kingston, Ontario, and invited Leonard onstage, where Leonard read his own work and played a little guitar.

			The guitar had done nothing to hurt Leonard’s success with women—and he could offer them hospitality now that he and Mort had taken a room on Stanley Street. “We weren’t really living there, we were just hanging out there, we’d have friends over,” said Rosengarten of the old-fashioned double parlor in a Victorian boardinghouse. Leonard’s mother was not well pleased at this development, but she found it hard not to indulge him. Their relationship appeared to be very involved, even beyond the usual mother-son attachment, let alone an archetypal Jewish mother and son—and Masha, according to no less an authority on Jewishness than Rabbi Wilfred Shuchat at Shaar Hashomayim, was “very Jewish.” When Nathan died, Leonard became the object of her indulgence, castigation and utter devotion. She was a vital, passionate woman, with an infirm husband, something of an outsider in Westmount circles, so it was hardly surprising that her only son, her youngest child, became her focus.

			Leonard loved his mother. If she smothered him, he smiled or made wisecracks. He learned to shrug off emotional blackmail and her insistence on feeding him and his friends at all hours of the day and night. “My mother taught me well never to be cruel to women,” Leonard wrote in an unpublished piece from the seventies. But what he also learned from Masha was to count on the devotion, support and nurturing of women and, if and when it became too intense, to have permission to leave—if not always completely, and rarely without conflicting emotions.

			Aviva Layton, née Cantor, is a vivacious blond Australian, sharp as a pin. She was raised in a “small, stifling, middle-class Jewish community” in Sydney that she couldn’t wait to leave, and the minute she turned twenty-one she did. She wanted to go to New York. When they wouldn’t let her in, she went to Montreal. Friends had given her the name of someone to call, Fred Cogswell, the poet and editor of the Canadian literary magazine Fiddlehead. Cogswell, it turned out, lived in Nova Scotia, some eight hundred miles distant. “But,” she says, “he told me there was a whole covey of Montreal poets that I should look up,” and he gave her the names of half a dozen of them, including Dudek, Scott and Layton. The first person she called was Layton—“I wasn’t going to look up anyone whose name sounded vaguely Jewish”—who invited her to come to the house in Côte-Saint-Luc where he lived with his second wife, the artist Betty Sutherland, and their children.

			Aviva arrived to find he had company. “All the big names in Canadian literature were there,” including those on Cogswell’s list—“except they weren’t big names then, they were a small fringe group. I thought, ‘This is marvelous.’ ” She intended to become part of the group. This intention was thwarted when, soon afterward, she and Irving began an affair. It would last twenty years and produce a son, but its more immediate result was to cut her off from everyone. “I couldn’t go back to his house. This was the fifties, and you had to be very careful about scandal; Irving was teaching in a parochial school and he could easily have lost his job. So I lived in Montreal mostly in isolation, with Irving coming to visit me two or three times a week. The only person Irving ever trusted to know about us was Leonard, and he brought him to my small, basement apartment.

			“Irving was in his forties then, twenty-one years older than me, and Leonard was twenty, one year younger than me. I can see myself opening the door to that apartment and there was Leonard on the other side, looking very young, slightly chubby, but there was something absolutely special about him. Irving had said, ‘Somebody called Leonard Cohen is going to come and have coffee with us and he is the real thing.’ I’ll never forget him saying that—and with Irving ‘the real thing’ meant he’s a real poet. And this was late in 1955; Let Us Compare Mythologies was about to come out.”

			The three met up at Aviva’s apartment on a regular basis. In spite of the large age difference between Leonard and Layton—Layton was old enough to be his father—they behaved, Aviva says, “like equals. A lot of people say Leonard was Irving’s student—some think he was his actual, literal student, which is absolutely incorrect—or that Irving was his mentor. No. Leonard thought, and still does, that Irving was the great writer and poet and man in his life, as well as friend, but I would not say that Leonard was the junior partner in that enterprise.”

			Leonard, Layton said, “was a genius from the first moment I saw him. I have nothing to teach him. I have doors to open, which I did—the doors of sexual expression, of freedom of expression and so on and so forth. Once the doors were opened, Leonard marched very confidently along a path ... somewhat different from my own.”11 Says Aviva, “Leonard famously said that Irving taught him how to write poetry and he taught Irving how to dress. I think Leonard wrote better poetry and Irving was a better dresser, but they taught each other things.” As to the class difference, she says, “That was interesting. Leonard came from the Bel Air of Montreal, absolutely exclusive, and Irving was born in the slums, but when Irving and I came to rent a house we went to as close to where Leonard had been brought up as possible, and when Leonard wanted to buy a house or rent or live, he came right back to Irving’s old part of town. Irving wanted to be where Leonard wanted to escape from, and Leonard wanted to be where Irving wanted to escape from.”

			Irving would later say of Leonard that “he was able to find the sadness in Westmount. That takes genius. He was able to see that not all rich people, not all comfortable people, not all plutocrats, were happy.” Genius, Layton said, is “the ability—a very rare ability—to see things as they actually are. You are not fooled.”12 Leonard had taken Irving and Aviva to Belmont Avenue on several occasions. “He used to go there frequently and still had his room there and lived there I think in between places. One time when Masha wasn’t around we had a huge party, one of those mad parties you had in those days, and somebody vomited on her damask, heavy curtains. The place was an absolute shambles. I remember going in the kitchen with Leonard and he would open up the kitchen drawers and show us that Masha would keep every paper clip and nail and little bit of string that had ever come through the front door.”*

			When Aviva first met Leonard, he told her something, she says, “which he might not remember but which I remember absolutely clearly. He said he’d been studying law at McGill, and that one day while he was studying, he looked into the mirror and it was blank. He couldn’t see his own reflection. And he knew then that the academic life in whatever form whatsoever was not for him.” The following year, armed with a BA degree; another literary award, the Peterson Memorial Prize; a cover line on the March 1956 edition of The Forge and, at the top of the pile, his first published volume of poetry, Let Us Compare Mythologies, Leonard enrolled as a graduate student at Columbia University and left Montreal for Manhattan.
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