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 introduction

Introduction

Memory, history, interpretation, fact and fiction – these are the ele-
ments of memoir. Selective memory, personal history, subjective 
interpretation, verifiable fact and imaginative fiction. Each has its 
window on truth. 

A memoir is said to be a true story. Of the many variations on a 
memoir, two chosen for this book involve events that actually hap-
pened, as I remember them, and events that never happened, but 
sprung from some kernel of truth in the circumstances that gener-
ated them.

The former, those accounts of what actually happened, are filtered 
through the selection process of memory and an aesthetic sensibility. 
The latter are works of fiction and poetry which originate in some 
experience that was mine.

The obvious truth is that we cannot recreate life as it was. There is 
no time machine but in fiction, no innocence but in the first time. We 
have changed in the interim. What we remember is what we think we 
remember. What is important to us depends on what has happened 
to us in the meantime. By the time this revision, this remembrance, 
reaches the reader and tries to insert itself into the reader’s experience, 
which is not the author’s, it arrives as a pile of fallen Lego the reader 
must rebuild according to his or her own instructions. 

Some of the Lego blocks that occasioned these pieces are: a pile 
of old letters, an anecdote, a surrealistic dream, a father’s gift to his 
son, overheard conversations, a sleeping dog in the street, the death 
of a friend and something a photographer once told me.

When the spur that inspired the author is no more than a peg to 
hang a story on, or an image to begin a poem’s metaphorical explo-
ration, the conventions of the form take over. What matters to the 
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reader, I think, is the consistency and force of the story or poem, not 
the accurate reproduction of phenomena behind it. What moves us, 
sometimes even to action, is not the unordered events of life, but 
the stories those events generate, often in the hands of artists. In this 
revisioning, the criterion of truth is inside the story, not in some prior 
occurrence of events. If a memoir is to be a true story, then its truth 
in my version is its story. 

My life has not been extraordinary. I celebrate triumphs, mourn 
losses, laugh at foibles and stew over regrets, much as anyone does. In 
this book, I have collected essays, stories and poems that reflect parts 
of my life as I have reconstructed them because they are valuable to 
me. I want these pieces to stand on their own because they make for 
a good read.  



Section One
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In Place

“Live all you can; it’s a mistake not to.” 
  – Strether, in Henry James’s The Ambassadors

“Where are you off to?” my mother asked as I headed out the back 
door with my new claw hammer and a box of 4" Ardox spiral nails 
I had bought from old man Wilcox at Wilcox’s Hardware with the 
week’s cherry-picking money.

“Down to the lake,” I said.
“Well, don’t smash your fingers with that thing,” she warned. 
Not “Don’t drown,” or “Watch out for the undertow,” or “Who’s 

going with you?” I was free to explore, come what may, my nine-
year-old sense of self-preservation trusted to protect me from harm.

Always a canvas for moving light, Lake Ontario never takes on 
the deep inky blue-black or steel grey of the heaving Atlantic that 
bore us during our crossing in 1953. Depending on the cloud cover, 
the lake’s hues range from bands of luminescent tropical aqua and 
bruised purple on summer evenings, to the mirror grey of still water 
at first light and the burnt orange of a sunset, to clay brown when 
the north November gales churn the muddy bottom. Clarity and 
color can change as quickly as a squall can strike.

In the mid-Atlantic, my ship, the Cunard liner Ascania, carried 
a boy toward uncharted places. The bow gave no hint of a destina-
tion in the open ocean ahead; the stern pulled a road of white water 
stretching back to the horizon my family had left behind. Off the 
starboard rail, I thought I could see the curvature of the earth, the 
impossible finiteness of this huge adventure I was caught up in.

This Great Lake, however, was only partly contained by the shore 
where I stood and the refineries and apartment blocks across from 
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me. A thin cord of lights rimmed the western curve of the Golden 
Horseshoe. The far coastline beckoned, testing my courage, the Toronto 
skyscrapers calling “Come on, Marilyn Bell did it.” Murderous ten-
foot swells lurk somewhere between there and here, invisible to the 
dreamer standing on the shore. 

A non-swimmer, sometimes I would set out for Toronto on an 
inner-tube accompanied on one side by my father and on the other 
by Kela, our “leader of the wolf pack” Alsatian, who usually got tired 
and turned back a paddle or two before me. 

Anyone who lives within sight of a body of water knows what it 
means to be happily preoccupied with surfaces. Big as this lake is, 
the eighth largest freshwater body in North America, we saw only its 
face and the vessels it carried, never those it buried. Long freighters 
lined up like boxcars waiting to step up the canal to Lake Erie and 
beyond after ice breakup. Tall ships crewed by lucky student sailors 
glided far out under full sail towards the Port Colborne regatta. A 
flotilla of salmon boats peppered the still water during the spring 
derby. The summer traffic of pleasure craft followed: speedboats, 
outboards pulling skiers, catamarans used as deck bars, sailboats and 
the odd kayak or canoe raking the flat water close to shore. Once, 
the Royal yacht Britannia steamed toward the Welland Canal as I 
waited with my father on the observation deck at Lock 3, hoping for 
a brief glimpse of royalty. 

What lay beneath the lake was the stuff of tall tales. I was morbidly 
intrigued by what the darkness harbored or what lay in wait inside this 
fourteen-thousand-year-old hole in the ground. Dark skeletons were 
said to travel a submerged road fifteen miles from Grimsby to Jordan. 
A small plane crashed and sank, its drowned pilot’s eyes sucked out 
by lamprey eels. On those days when the lake and sky were white, I 
dreamed of a ghostly galleon rising up from the depths and coming 
for me. Each story began with a seed of truth behind the tale. Lake-
front roads still fall away, light aircraft do go down from time to time, 
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and there is talk about raising the Hamilton and the Scourge, sunken 
schooners from the War of 1812. 

I wrote my summers on the margin between land and inland sea. 
Here, the grey pebbles and sharp sand were cluttered with waterlogged 
driftwood for lamps and gardens; shards of clam shells; treasures of 
red, blue and green glass whose edges were frosted white by the blast 
of water and grit; float stones for target practice kindly jettisoned from 
furnaces of passing ships; half-bricks drilled out and smoothed round 
to look like donuts that might fool our parents; stones like baseballs 
striped with green mica, pink and white quartz or fool’s gold. 

Daily, I witnessed the catalogue of life the lake embraced. A loon’s 
morning warble in the fog. Hunter kingfisher. The screaming wail of 
gulls. Cormorants. Cleanup crows. Skittering sandpipers. Muskrats 
in the creek banks. Garter snakes. Painted turtles with paintbox pat-
terns on the underside of the plastron. Two-foot-wide snapping turtles 
whose beaks could snap a shovel handle and whose jagged carapaces 
could shred a human hand. In the elm tree, a Baltimore oriole’s sus-
pended sack gathered its spherical eggs, which could have rolled out 
of a more conventional nest. Someone had draped an ancient carp 
carcass over a grape post by its gill, its tail bones brushing the ground. 

On a still morning in June, a school of carp cruised past me in a V 
as perfect as the flight pattern of geese, their dorsal fins cutting the silver 
surface, each one trailing its own rippling V to echo their formation. 
They were headed for a shallow creek where they would spawn, shoul-
der to shoulder so tight I could pick them out of the water by hand. 

In the July heat, I raked and gathered up wheelbarrow loads of stink-
ing shad to fertilize our vegetable garden. The fungus-chunked shiners 
embedded in the matted, sun-baked algae crunched when I walked 
on them, on days when there was no other passage but their graveyard 
carpet. Since the banning of phosphates from detergents, fewer of them 
die, but even now in 2013, the many unknown compounds formed by 
known chemical wastes threaten the health of the lake and its society. 
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Edges, ridges, divides. These were my narrow playground. While 
my friends splashed about fearlessly in the surf, for me every footing 
was a matter of life and death. The rocky bottom fell away sharply 
from the water’s edge. A few steps out, I was up to my neck. Then 
I panicked, afraid to lift a foot lest my body tip either forward or 
backward, forcing my face or head down into the water, with no way 
to right myself. My heart racing and adrenalin pumping, I held my 
breath, shifted my foot an inch toward the shore and tested my way 
to safety. I could not admit my fear of drowning to my friends, who, 
busy with their own fun, never noticed my plight. 

I used the hammer and nails I had bought to build a raft from 
washed-up barn timbers, logs and oil drums. It measured about six 
feet square, with a lodgepole pine mast and an old couch arm for the 
bridge. I found a peeled staff, also about six feet, which I thought 
would do for a punting pole. I took my first trial voyage on a morn-
ing when nobody was around, so I would not have to admit defeat in 
the very possible event that the thing sank. I pried it into the water 
and flopped aboard. It floated. Too easily. In a matter of a minute, 
the raft drifted out of pole depth. With punting no longer an option, 
I frantically flailed with my pole as a useless paddle. Slowly, the raft 
began to spin. Toronto came into view. 

I pulled out the pole, slumped against the bridge and gazed up at 
the limp shirt I had thought would make a fine sail. Imperceptibly 
slowly, the thin current carried me along like flotsam. Even though 
I couldn’t swim, it didn’t occur to me to fear drowning on this occa-
sion. I was, however, deathly afraid of not getting back home in time 
for supper, or in my worst imaginings, of drifting away and not ever 
being found. Either case would mean that my mother was right to 
have worried about the hammer and nails.

I scanned the beach one last time and lay down on the rough boards. 
A lone, lazy cloud commiserated with me. I hardly noticed the gentle 
tap … tap … of timbers against the rocks of Skipper Jones’s irrigation 
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pier. I had drifted a quarter-mile down the shore before coming to 
rest, an anticlimactic end to my Huckleberry escapade.

Wild grapevines wound about the Dutch elm branches, strong 
enough to jump onto from the top of the cliff and swing out over the 
beach with a good Tarzan yell. Tommy Whitelaw could drop into the 
lake from those vines. I settled for a surer footing on dry land, letting 
myself down hand over hand, like a fireman. Firemen were never called 
when the farmer lit up the side of the cliff where the winter prunings 
and uprooted orchard trees and even the odd tire had been tipped. 
This annual ritual of burning could have warned ships by its blaze.

I further practised my building skills on a mud hut cut into the 
clay bank of the creek that ran by our house and fed into the lake. 
I made the roof from the old raft boards salvaged after the drifting 
episode and supported it on two stolen grape posts. My friends and 
I started a clubhouse, which had a flagpole with a red rag nailed 
to it (everything I constructed had a flagpole). We devised a secret 
handshake and saved Cracker Jack rings, which had to be worn at 
meetings, where we plotted our adventures and played marbles and 
traded cards. I don’t remember what we called ourselves, but we 
lasted about three weeks. 

Once, Tommy and his younger brother Chris and I found a bloated 
pig washed up. Its greenish skin and fly-eaten head warned us of 
whatever ooze had pumped up its ripe mass to obscenity. Though 
we three pirates sharpened a spear, we dared not burst its ballooning 
belly. We trudged far upwind of the thing and roasted wieners and 
marshmallows on a “box” fire assembled according to instructions 
in Boy’s Life magazine. Afterward, we haltingly shared how much we 
thought we knew about sex and took comfort in our mutual ignorance. 
Some years later on a similar beach, I would court my high school 
sweetheart below the sightlines of her dutifully watchful mother. 

In winter, the lake could close over me if I slipped on a snow bank 
or tried an unproven ice donut. Heedless of obvious danger, Skipper 
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Jones and Tommy and I hiked over rows of snowbanks shaped as frozen 
giant waves the beach had hurled back at the far open water, while the 
unseen tide beneath our feet slapped against them. One rare January 
morning, skates slung round our necks, we boys tramped over pack 
ice a half-mile out to a trapped pool of perfectly smooth meltwater 
ice, a natural hockey rink whose snow-circle edges were our boards 
while our boots were the goal posts. We did not heed the spidery lines 
in the black ice below us or that we should care where we skated. 

When the last gasp of Hurricane Hazel hit us in 1954, I stood on 
top of the thirty-foot cliff to watch. Fierce whitecaps thrashed the bank 
and sprayed up over my head. The horizontal rain and violent winds 
could have blown me over, entombed me inside the torrent. I found 
out later that Hazel killed eighty-one people in Toronto alone. What I 
remember from that day is not being able to breathe against the wind.

The beach was also my shooting range. My father, who had never 
held a firearm even in wartime, bought me a Cooey .22-calibre repeater 
rifle and longs, shorts and mushroom dumdum ammunition. My 
dominant eye being left and my grip right, I positioned my chin so it 
touched the gunstock and waited for the bobbing stick to pass the 7x 
scope’s crosshairs. On one occasion, Joe, my classmate and an experi-
enced hunter of small game, took me back into the bush behind his 
place to shoot our rifles. In stark outline, I saw a bird gripping the 
side of a birch tree about ten feet off the ground. I tested my steady 
aim and blew it off the bark. I knew Joe would spread the word at 
school, and I could walk a little prouder. When we found the bird, 
a yellow-bellied sapsucker, its beak was grotesquely open, its eyes all 
but closed, its breast feathers still gently pulsing. Too stupefied to 
take action, I watched Joe smash its head upon a rock twice in quick 
succession. After that shot, I pulled back the bolt to open the breach, 
pointed the barrel to the ground and walked home alone. I have never 
pointed a gun at another living thing. To this day, I wonder if that 
was the reason my father gave me that rifle. 
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On the odd lonesome day when there were no ants to burn up 
with my magnifying glass, I walked the two miles to Grimsby Beach 
along the shore. In most places where high water swamped the beach, 
rock piers used for farmers’ irrigation pipes presented themselves to 
climb over. Other places called for wading with shoes in hand, feet 
sinking into the slippery sand. No barrier was impassable, even if 
getting past it meant climbing up the bank to trespass on someone’s 
lawn. Cliff residents thought they owned the beach, too, but I knew 
they didn’t, at least not up to the high-water line, no matter how 
much they had paid to keep the lake at bay.

With casting and fly reels, and any gear we could muster, we boys 
fished for perch off the farmer’s pier and usually came up with sun-
fish or rock bass too small and bony to bother with. Sometimes, an 
overwrought cast resulted in a horrendously tangled backlash that 
would sideline one of us for hours while the others kept fishing and 
offered no help picking apart the loops of line. During the spring 
smelt run, we watched men dip big square nets, like inverted dome 
tents, into the black water at night by the light of fires set to attract the 
fish. When they hauled them up, some would hold a bushel’s worth 
of writhing fish in them. After we went home, the farmer’s illegal 
night lines trolled in the current for whitefish, trout, walleye, bass, 
pike, pickerel and whatever unknown monsters roamed those deeps.

In the 1950s, QEW paving excavation and local escarpment quarries 
gave farmers blasted stone boulders to build piers for their irrigation 
pumps. The eroding shoreline quickly became a scalloped rick-rack 
of curves and promontories below the farms. Now, homeowners cling 
to their lakefront with all manner of engineered contraptions to hold 
back the planet’s strongest agent of erosion. Excess concrete poured 
into giant blocks may slide into the sand in two seasons. Cages of 
rocks cabled together to shore up a sloped incline work for a few 
years. Most people cannot afford the prohibitive cost of a successful 
interlocking steel wall. Each winter, the undercutting waves and drilled 
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nesting tunnels of cliff swallows crack more land away from the edge. 
Ironically, property owners still pay taxes on the disappeared ridge.

These days I’m in my sixties; I hardly ever go down there. When I 
do pass a public beach access, fewer with every development the tax-
hungry councils permit, I see a father and child, a couple of teens, 
a dog off its leash at last, some broken beer bottles in a pile of ashes 
and perhaps a swimmer or two daring the impure waters. I am glad 
my parents allowed me to grow up when I did. The terrible lake was 
my uncivilized refuge. In the last days of my childhood, when I was 
not afraid, I could fend for myself. There on the edge, where things 
go unnoticed and challenge awaits, I lived in a state of grace I had 
not earned. I had no need to “light out for the territory.” The lake 
was my territory. 
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Lake Sociology

In the afternoon heat
carp colonies
snake the surface

A solitary
arrows toward me
his armour parting
the common minnows
and seeing I am not rock
he slides into the sun

Cloyed gulls scream
equivocation

In tomorrow’s absences
scavenging carp
spawn in the cove
the shad nation
rattles its bones
swallows drive
me inland

 




