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There are many Albertas, and Edmonton is just one of them — and 
a very atypical one, at that. For a start, in contrast with Calgary, the 
mountains are far away, hours along the road to Jasper. In Calgary, 
like so much of the province, the foothills and the mountains are the 
constant edge of the frame on the West, and provide an inspiring 
target as you drive into the setting sun.

Flying into Edmonton, however, the landscape is prairie turning 
into industrial machinery parks (“Cranes for rent”), then becoming 
suburban sprawl. Apart from the odd glimpse of a grain elevator 
or a nodding horsehead well, the only real point of interest is the 
deep North Saskatchewan Valley that separates downtown from the 
south side. The river, of course, was the setting for the original Fort 
Edmonton in the fur trade days (here he goes again!), and one of my 
best Edmonton memories involves walking through the construc-
tion site mud, the smell of new pine poles filling the air as men with 
hammers built the new Fort Edmonton tourist site along traditional 
lines. Down by the river it was a muddy, noisy, smelly, authentic 
eighteenth-century Western experience, and my Edmonton cousin, 
Graeme Young, and I half-expected the factor to come roaring out of 
the big house to chase us away from his fort with a musket.

In Edmonton, I had my very first experience with the “magic 
carpet treatment” that authors receive from literary festivals when 
we were met at the airport by the friendly volunteer Jean Crozier. 
She promptly whisked us in her car into the south side of town, past 
Old Strathcona, then across the famous fur trade valley to our down-
town hotel. In less than an hour I was in a nearby mall, perched 
on one of those bar stools apparently reserved for TV talk shows 
(“Where do I put my feet?”) and trying to interest the passing crowd 
of shoppers (not to mention people nipping out from the office to get 
cash at the bank machine) in the prospect of coming to my show at 
the Edmonton Festival, in the Milner Library Theatre that evening. 
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The amiable CBC host/interviewer got the name of my book wrong, 
but recovered swiftly after I happened to mention the right title in 
the course of my reply. The first of my Awful Warnings to Authors 
coming true to life — in my own life.

That evening the show went fine (although I was struck how per-
fectly Chaucer’s phrase “the craft so long to lerne” applied to stage 
craft). Afterwards I got to relax by sitting at a table in the foyer, smiling 
in a relieved way and signing books. They were supplied by Audreys, 
the fine store on Jasper Avenue run by my old friends Sharon and Steve 
Budnarchuk. Sharon had worked in sales at McClelland & Stewart, 
and yet despite her knowledge of the harsh realities she wasn’t afraid 
to get into the bookselling game with Steve. Long may they run!

Some of the books were signed for relatives (like Graeme’s son 
Scot) but others were for apparently sober civilians, who said kind 
things. Kindest of all was the festival’s head, David Cheoros, who 
wrote that onstage my “lifelong passion for these great writers is 
contagious.” I hope it comes out on every page here. 

Then it was back to the hotel for a come-down session. If you 
wonder where the speakeasy or late night “booze-can” came from, 
consider this: any performer — any actor, or a dancer, or a musi-
cian — has to get “up” for a performance. But what goes up must 
come down. And after even a modest sixty- to ninety-minute show 
like mine, I am really “up,” and need to work at coming down if 
sleep is to be an option. That seems to apply across the board with 
performers, which is why they seek out late-night haunts, and why 
they often end up in trouble with the booze or other stuff that goes 
along with them. And this applies not only to hard-living jazz or 
rock musicians. My friend and neighbour Dianne Werner is a well-
known concert pianist, and after a performance that ends around ten 
o’clock, she tells me, “I can forget about sleep till after three in the 
morning.” She says that after a grilling evening, professional chefs 
have the same problem. Adrenaline. Who knew?

That evening in Edmonton I “came down” with a group of rela-
tives, mostly Robertsons originally from way up in the Peace River 
Country, where the father, Archie (my sponsor to Canada), had been 
the mayor of Fairview. It was good to catch up, though my cousin 
Fraser had been too busy with the harvest to come all the way south 
from the Peace to Edmonton. Another year, maybe.
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Peace River Country, of course, is a whole other Alberta. During 
the Dirty Thirties it was held up as a land of milk and honey — or 
at least, rain — to prairie farmers who were “droughted out.” Barry 
Broadfoot’s Ten Lost Years tells many such stories, including the one 
about the family fleeing north by wagon until the mosquitoes kill 
the horses. The farmer remembers touching the horses’ flanks: 
“My hand would come away positively black and red. Black was the 
crushed bodies of the mosquitoes. Red, well you know what the red 
was . . .” The horses lay down and died, leaving him and his wife 
and kids to walk out with what they could carry. He ends the story 
bitterly: “We were way off the main road, miles off, shooting off to 
a place nobody goes and a storekeeper in Peace River told us, he 
was laughing, the fool, that if we had waited till winter some sleighs 
and lumberjacks, loggers, would have come along. Appears we were 
on a winter logging road and there was no farm land up that way at 
all. I lost two good horses and all my patience finding out, and now 
I kill every mosquito lands within half a mile of me. I’m pure hell 
on skeeters.”

Certainly, it’s a major surprise to travel hundreds of miles north-
west of Edmonton through endless bush, in the comfort of a car, 
then near Grande Prairie to find yourself in . . . Manitoba! A fertile, 
green, open land of fields and grain elevators! 

As I got to know the area from my father’s cousin’s family base 
in Fairview I was amazed to find that at Dunvegan, the old fur trade 
fort on the mighty Peace River, they’ve had a rich vegetable garden, 
all these miles north of Edmonton, ever since 1805. The area looms 
so large in Gibson family lore that when my parents toured Canada 
in 1981, they visited not only Banff and Calgary and Edmonton, 
but also Lethbridge in the south and Fairview in the north. Many 
Albertas, indeed.

I stumbled into the Alberta writing community very early in my career 
thanks to a remarkable man named George Hardy. Generations of 
students at the University of Alberta knew him as a perennial pro-
fessor of classics, from 1922 to 1964. Ah yes, a lifetime devoted to 
teaching Ancient Greek and Latin; we all know the type. No, you 
don’t: George, born in 1895, had fought in the First World War, and 
was such a tough, active guy that he rose to be the president of the 
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Canadian Amateur Hockey Association. Ah yes, you say, you know 
that type.

Not quite. He was also a bestselling novelist. His big, brawling, 
traditional book about ancient Rome The City of Libertines (1957) 
reportedly sold more than a million copies. Very late in his life, 
when he was well over eighty years old, he wrote for me two epic 
swashbuckling novels about Julius Caesar, The Scarlet Mantle (1977) 
and The Bloodied Toga (1979). (“Then Brutus was in front of him. 
Brutus! And a dagger in his hand — raised.”) They are full not only 
of accurate history and fascinating details of ancient Rome, but also 
of adventure and violence and sex.

The old soldier came by his knowledge in these matters hon-
estly. When he visited Toronto (he liked to stay at the long-lost Lord 
Simcoe Hotel) he would astonish me with his continuing involve-
ment with fleshly pleasures. I remember him, in his eighties, sitting 
and puffing placidly on his pipe, telling me, “As a man, I still get the 
urge. And when I do” — puff, puff — “I do something about it.”

And then he would reveal to his astonished visitor that his hotel 
suite was being shared by a girlfriend — somewhat younger, still 
only in her seventies — who was similarly inclined. It was an educa-
tion for me.

His constant visits to see the sights and the sites of ancient Greece 
had gained him some good friends among modern Greeks. His best 
friend died in the brutal civil war between the Communists and the 
Royalists that tore Greece apart in 1946. “Doug,” he told me, his old 
soldier’s jaw clenched on his pipe, “they sawed him in half.”

In addition to his other pursuits, he was a keen member of the 
literary community, and for a number of years he was the very 
active president of the Canadian Authors Association. Now, in the 
days before the highly professional Writers’ Union of Canada was 
formed, the CAA was the only game in town. But its amateur mem-
bers left themselves open to the cruel fun poked at them by F.R. 
Scott in “The Canadian Authors Meet,” which includes a line about 
“virgins of sixty.” George, of course, was the man to change that, and 
he worked hard to raise the standard. 

Closer to home, he worked to help Alberta’s writers develop. 
With the help of a gallant sparkplug named John Patrick Gillese 
(who on a freelance writer’s pay had somehow managed to raise a 
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family, including his daughter, Eileen, a Rhodes Scholar who went 
on to become a judge on the Ontario Court of Appeal, supervising 
a young articling law student named Katie Gibson, and later mar-
rying Katie and Cindy), he created a provincially funded program 
for an Alberta “Search for a New Novelist” competition. He sold 
Hugh Kane of Macmillan on the idea of being the lucky publisher of 
whatever was swept up by the contest, so when I joined Macmillan 
in 1974 I found that a large part of my time and energy was taken up 
by this quixotic search.

I found myself in Edmonton attending political events where 
literary oratory ran free. A cabinet minister named Horst Schmidt 
bellowed out optimistic speeches about “zis zearch!” and everyone 
applauded. Paul Hiebert’s Sarah Binks admirer, the Hon. A.E. 
Windheaver (“and what about the roads”), would have been right 
at home. I, with my status mysteriously upgraded to “Dr. Gibson,” 
tried to tamp down the hopes of great discoveries who were bound 
to go on to fame and fortune, but it was an uphill fight. Everyone 
believed that this great government plan would flush out a brace or 
two of truly fine novelists.

And it worked.
In the few years that we ran the competition, and published the 

winners, we discovered, among others, L.R. Wright, Fred Stenson, 
and Pauline Gedge.

If you were to fly around the world looking for a place that did not 
remind you in any way of the land of the pharaohs and their pyra-
mids beside the Nile, there’s no doubt that Edgerton, Alberta, would 
rank fairly high. Yet Edgerton, close to the border with Saskatchewan 
near Lloydminster, is where Pauline Gedge lived, turning out histor-
ical novels set in ancient Egypt. They have made her a world literary 
figure. Thanks to her long association with her Toronto literary 
agent, my old Macmillan colleague Bella Pomer, translations of her 
fourteen novels have appeared in German, Dutch, Italian, Spanish, 
Swedish, Finnish, Turkish, Norwegian, Danish, Portuguese, Greek, 
Czech, Slovak, Polish, Romanian, and Russian.

And in French. When Pauline’s presence on a boat cruising down 
the Nile became known, her French fellow tourists became notice-
ably excited. Later, her 1978 novel set in ancient Britain, The Eagle 
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and the Raven, won the Jean Boujassy Award from the Société des 
Gens de Lettres de France.

Although she has written some science fiction, fantasy, and even 
horror, it is for her novels of ancient Egypt that she is best known 
around the world. They have sold millions of copies. And it all started 
with the Alberta “Search for a New Novelist.”

As Pauline, who was born in New Zealand and raised in England 
and Canada, approached the age of thirty, she was uncertain what to 
do with her life. She had done some teaching and was divorced, and 
was now a single mother with two kids and on welfare — long before 
Harry Potter’s creator had provided an encouraging precedent. In 
the past, Pauline had entered the competition, but her two previous 
entries did not win. Now she was staying with her sister in Calgary 
and feeling that her dream of being a writer was over. She had given 
up. She was facing the flight of steps up to her sister’s place, when . . . 
well, here’s the story as she tells it on her website:

I vividly remember standing at the foot of those steps, looking up 
towards her door, and feeling as though my life had no purpose. I began 
to climb. By the time I came to the top a miracle had taken place in me. 
I knew exactly what I was going to write about — or rather, who — an 
ancient Egyptian woman I had studied about and admired since I was 
eleven. It was an experience that every writer longs for once in a career, 
that flash of inspiration, and for me it happened at the moment when my 
future seemed dashed.

At the time, Pauline knew little about the one and only female 
pharaoh, Hatshepsut, and yet she was able to research her life in 
detail thanks to the wonders of inter-library borrowing. Pauline, her 
fingers flying, wrote Child of the Morning in only six weeks. Her whole 
family became involved in the race to finish the book and get it off 
to the competition in time. For revisions her mother read the first 
draft aloud, while Pauline reworked the text. When the final page 
was ripped from the typewriter (this was before computers) Pauline’s 
father drove the five hours to Edmonton on winter roads to get 
the book in on time — unaware that we had extended the deadline 
because of a postal strike.
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Pauline Gedge (1945–  )
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The rest is history . . . ancient Egyptian history. Here’s a brief 
excerpt from the novel, about the great female pharaoh travelling 
along the Nile: 

It was but half a day’s journey from Giza to Heliopolis, true heart of 
Egypt, and they reached the city at noon. Dignitaries came aboard, 
crawling over the deck to present their welcome, but the royal couple 
did not disembark, for here Hatshepsut was to receive her first crown in 
the temple of the Sun. She sat on her little chair while they kissed her 
feet, remote from them, gazing over their heads at the shining towers 
of the city. Behind her, on the west bank, more pyramids marched; and 
from where she sat, they seemed to be all around her head, a crown of 
power and invincibility. 

The book was a worthy winner. I’m embarrassed to recall that 
when I met Pauline before the grand official dinner in Edmonton for 
the announcement, I gave her grandfatherly advice to ignore all of 
the political speeches predicting amazing worldwide success for her 
and her book. She listened politely, a quiet, self-contained woman 
with a level gaze. All of those ridiculous, outlandish predictions came 
true.

I’m sorry that I never had the chance to show her the white-faced 
ibis that Trevor Herriot found for us on the prairies. She probably 
would have known the ancient Egyptian word for the ancient bird.

When I joined Macmillan in the spring of 1974 I soon found myself 
in a race to get some new books to publish. I heard that five bright 
young women were keen to write a book together, each contributing 
two profiles of other women. I met with them and the result was an 
exciting book called Her Own Woman: Profiles of Canadian Women 
(1975). The authors were a fascinating group, and their lives have 
taken them in a variety of directions.

Heather Robertson went on to great success as a prolific non-
fiction author, a novelist (Willie), and as a brave defender of authors’ 
rights when newspapers and magazines tried to sweep them away in 
an electronic tide. Her name is known at the Supreme Court, and 
revered by other writers. When she died in March 2014, writers — 
and readers — across Canada mourned her loss.
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Winnipeg’s Melinda McCracken has also passed away too young. 
After her death, Heather continued their last joint book project, 
Magical, Mysterious Lake of the Woods, which came out in 2003.

Valerie Miner Johnson has moved, first to Britain (where she was 
a close friend of my brother Peter), then to San Francisco, where she 
is now a university professor, with a memoir (The Low Road, 2001), 
and several novels to her name.

Erna Paris has become a major non-fiction writer, specializing 
in international issues of war, peace, and justice, with books such as 
Unhealed Wounds: France and the Klaus Barbie Affair (1985), The Sun 
Climbs Slow: Justice in the Age of Imperial America (2008), and, most 
recently, From Tolerance to Tyranny: A Cautionary Tale from Fifteenth 
Century Spain (2015). For me she wrote Jews: An Account of Their 
Experience in Canada (1980), and we have stayed friends. In 2010, as 
chair of the Writers’ Union of Canada, she had the pleasure of telling 
me that I had been made an honorary member. (Her exact words were, 
“Did nobody tell you?” but it was definitely the thought that counted.)

And there was Edmonton’s own Myrna Kostash. Every time I 
go to the city I look forward to seeing Myrna again. And just about 
every time I try to see her she is off somewhere else, pursuing one or 
more of her many careers.

You can trace those careers by looking at her books. All of Baba’s 
Children (1978) tells the story of Two Hills, Alberta, a Ukrainian 
Canadian settlement. The Canadian Encyclopedia notes that “with 
her first book Kostash became a prominent voice in public debates 
about ethnicity.” It was a good fit with her own birth in a Ukrainian 
Canadian home in Edmonton, and her master’s degree in Russian 
language and literature from the University of Toronto.

Career number two was predicted by Long Way from Home (1980), 
which revealed her interest in counter-cultural movements. The next 
book, which she wrote for me, No Kidding: Inside the World of Teenage 
Girls (under the DG Books imprint in 1988), like Her Own Woman, 
reflected Myrna’s burning interest in feminism. Other passions are 
for her place as a prairie dweller and, in the words of The Canadian 
Encyclopedia, “her enduring fascination with the politics, histories, 
and peoples of Central and Eastern Europe.” So when I contact her 
to get together in Edmonton, she’s likely to be off in somewhere 
like Turkey, as when she was researching her 2010 book Prodigal 
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Daughter: A Journey to Byzantium (this may well be the first time 
that “Byzantium” appeared in a Canadian author’s title, not used as a 
metaphor or a fictional setting).

But this is only a small part of Myrna’s life. She is such an organizer, 
and so community-minded that she constantly founds groups (like 
the Periodical Writers Association of Canada, or the Creative Non-
Fiction Collective Society, to give two examples). It has even been 
suggested that it was Myrna Kostash who invented the term “cre-
ative non-fiction,” a type of writing she has practised with distinction, 
and advocated with missionary zeal. And if your organization needs a 
hard-working committee member — and which one doesn’t? — then 
you can count on Myrna, even to be your chair, as she was for the 
Writers’ Union in difficult days, bravely ushering the Union through 
a tidal wave of political correctness that threatened to swamp it.

It was in 1993 that a group of minority writers approached the 
Writers’ Union with the complaint that they didn’t feel fully accepted 
in the mostly white Union. 

Crisis! The result was that the guilt-stricken Union agreed to run 
a conference in Vancouver in 1994 that was restricted to non-white 
writers. Naturally, the idea that a writers group would restrict entry 
by skin colour outraged many of the members, among them Pierre 
Berton, a former union chair, who spoke and wrote eloquently against 
it. Yet — now it can be told — when the Canadian government put 
the conference in danger by withdrawing its funding support, on the 
understandable grounds that it didn’t fund conferences that excluded 
people because of their skin colour, Pierre secretly stepped in to pro-
vide the funds. It was a stunning example of a man who genuinely 
believed the saying, usually (and wrongly) attributed to Voltaire, “I 
disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right 
to say it.” A remarkable man, Pierre Berton. I was proud to publish 
him when he was alive, as I am now to spread this excellent story 
about him.

As you’d expect, the crisis (with tricky issues like “appropriation 
of voice” given an airing, and words like “racist” thrown around) was 
a very difficult time for the Writers’ Union. But thanks to Myrna’s 
steady hand, it’s now regarded as an important milestone for the 
Union, which goes marching on, glory hallelujah, with Myrna still 
on at least one committee.
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The list of committees that Myrna has worried her way through 
is almost as impressive as the prizes she has won, the most recent of 
which was the 2010 Matt Cohen Award. (I was delighted to see her at 
the party before the ceremony and hailed her: “Myrna! What brings 
you to Toronto?” The prize was supposed to be kept a secret, so she 
hedged, very uncharacteristically. All was soon made clear, and I was 
delighted for my old friend.)

Did you notice my phrase “worried her way through”? Myrna 
is a serious person, engaged in lots of serious work, on dozens of 
committees, with a worried frown on her face, which might alarm a 
stranger impressed by her credentials. What you need to know is that 
this serious, hard-working person needs to be teased, and will soon 

Myrna Kostash (1944–  )
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be chuckling, and even giggling. I like her a lot and am glad to pay 
this tribute to her. And I look forward to finding her in Edmonton 
some day.

Alberta is split in every way between Edmonton, the provincial cap-
ital, and Calgary, the commercial capital to the south. During my 
time as a publisher, Calgary was not only where W.O. Mitchell lived, 
it was the centre of a flourishing literary scene. It had two terrific 
bookstores — Sandpiper Books, near W.O.’s home, and Pages, the 
Kensington shop owned first by Peter Oliva, before he became a 
writer, then by Cathy MacKay. When Cathy died, I flew to Calgary 
to speak at the funeral of my old M&S friend. The university had 
a lively faculty, including the novelist Aritha van Herk, and a huge 
budget to spend in acquiring the papers of Canadian authors. It had 
a lively literary festival (held in Calgary and Banff) headed by my 
friend Anne Greene. In Stories About Storytellers I tell the tale of the 
time I stepped in to chair a festival session for 400 kids, where I 
introduced James Houston as the man who created the towering 
sculpture at the entrance to the nearby Glenbow Museum. Jim then 
stepped forward and went on to steal the show. 

And above all, at the Calgary Herald, it had Ken McGoogan.
From 1982 until he resigned in 1999, Ken put Calgary on the 

Canadian literary map. When we penny-pinching publishers were 
planning promotional tours across the country, we would weigh the 
cost of a stop in this city as opposed to that one, and carefully con-
sider the publicity that each city would provide. With Ken on the 
job, Calgary became an essential stopover. We knew that we could 
count on him to produce a thoughtful, lively interview with each 
author, and publish it in time to promote any local public author 
event. Because the publicity was so good, crowds turned out for 
the readings, and because the crowds were so good, other events 
were held, and because of all this, every author would try to come to 
Calgary for a chat with Ken. A virtuous circle. Then a bitter strike at 
the Herald turned into a lockout (I paid a sad visit to the picket line), 
and when the dust settled, Ken was gone.

The result was depressing evidence that one man can indeed 
make a difference to a city’s literary culture, and Calgary suffered 
from his absence, even if Canada benefitted from his transformation 
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into an author of books about the North, and the fine book that 
contains a kind final shoutout to me, How the Scots Invented Canada. 
Fortunately, we have a record of Ken’s work in those Calgary days, 
including many author profiles, in his 1991 book, Canada’s Undeclared 
War: Fighting Words from the Literary Trenches. There he argues pas-
sionately that what our authors do really matters, since what we have 
here is “a culture — a way of thinking and being, a nation-wide set 
of values and preoccupations — worth defending.” He deals with 
themes I know all too well, about the constant pressure exerted by 
the big international distributors, whether of movies or books, and 
the uphill fight faced by Canadians in those areas.

Ken is also a great storyteller, and the book is full of Calgary 
encounters with visiting major authors. Try this one:

“The strangest thing happened to Leonard Cohen in Calgary 
in 1984. He was sitting in an obscure little restaurant talking to an 
interviewer when a waitress slipped him a note. ‘Dearest Leonard,’ it 
began. Cohen stood up, went over to the waitress and asked her who 
had sent it. The woman was gone.”

Ken was the interviewer, so he got the whole story. One of the 
most famous Cohen songs is “Sisters of Mercy,” about two young 
women he knew in 1966. In Ken’s words, “The note Cohen received 
was written by one of the original Sisters of Mercy — who now lives 
in Calgary and who somehow ended up in Flix at precisely the same 
time as Cohen.”

Leonard was amazed. “What a coincidence! Why didn’t she come 
over to our table? Maybe she didn’t want to intrude. Delicacy! What 
incredible delicacy!”

Most people don’t know that Alistair MacLeod, the soul of Nova 
Scotia, was born in Saskatchewan and raised in Alberta. The reason 
lies deep in the roots of the Cape Breton way of life. His father was 
a miner, and went to where the jobs were.

In his fine book This Is My Country, What’s Yours? Noah Richler 
quotes him about that experience: 

I started school in a place called Mercoal, Alberta. It was one of those 
typical company towns. We lived in company houses that were built on 
stilts, and when the price of coal dropped, the town went away.
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I remember, a number of years ago, driving from Banff to where 
Mercoal was, and there was absolutely nothing there. I drove into this 
little clearing and I said to my children, “This is where I started school.” 
And they all laughed. They thought, “Here is Dad being funny.” They 
were thinking, “Well, where’s the school?”

He concludes the story: “We had come from a place that was 
very rooted, and here was this very different kind of place. There are 
people who come from there who cannot find where they were born, 
because it was a company town that just vanished.”

Alistair’s father brought the family back to Nova Scotia as often as 
possible, but there was a spell when the teenaged Alistair worked as a 
milkman in Edmonton. His employer, a kindly man, worked hard to 
persuade him that he had a good future in the milk delivery business. 
Alistair decided to try something else. 

I once travelled on the Yellowhead Highway in Anne Stevens’s 
M&S car with Alistair from Edmonton to Jasper, where we both 
spoke to the Alberta Library Conference at Jasper Park Lodge. The 
Yellowhead has its hazards, as Jane’s brother, Peter Brenneman, knows 
only too well. On a mid-winter night he got an emergency call at 
home in Grande Cache. One of his workers had just hit a wild horse 
on the Yellowhead and was in hospital in Edson. Peter jumped in the 
car and drove east. At one point, the snowy night landscape became 
dreamlike, full of moving shapes. He realized that a ghostly herd of 
wild horses was racing along beside him. Then — bang — a horse was 
on his hood and through his windshield. Peter jammed on the brakes, 
and the horse dropped off and disappeared. Peter had to inch the rest 
of the way into the hissing sub-zero winds with no windshield. After 
he made it to Edson and reported the accident, the police found no 
evidence of the horse. In Alberta, even the wild horses are tough.

There’s a link with Alistair MacLeod here. Do you know where 
these wild horses came from? There used to be scores of horses at 
work in the Alberta coal mines. When the companies closed the 
mines, they turned the horses loose, to fend for themselves. To this 
day their descendants roam the mountain country like ghosts.

Alistair MacLeod has a very funny W.O. story from his time in Banff. 
I sometimes had to coax it out of him, as I did at the Eden Mills 
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Festival near Guelph in 2012. He and W.O. taught writing together 
each summer at the Banff Centre. The famous centre, perched just 
above downtown Banff, a celebrated tourist town surrounded by 
mountains, has played a huge part in developing Canadian artists of 
all sorts, from musicians to ballet dancers all the way to ambitious 
young creative writers. It was at its peak in the summer, and I spent 
at least a week there, teaching at the Banff Publishing Workshop, 
every summer from 1981 to 1988. You may even find the remains of 
a tepee built in the woods there by my daughters.

But Alistair’s story concerns a winter ride that he and W.O. took 
from the Calgary airport to Banff, to discuss major policy issues 
with the Centre people. When Alistair flew in late in the evening 
he thought that he and W.O. would stay overnight in Calgary. But 
W.O. was impatient to get to Banff, only ninety minutes away to the 
west. So they hailed a cab, got into the back seat, and gave the driver 
directions to Banff.

Unfortunately, the driver was new to Calgary, and to Canada, and 
did not know the way. Alistair had to direct him through Calgary 
towards this mysterious place called “Banff.”

Even more unfortunately, it began to snow. Heavily. Very heavily. 
The driver, who had grown up in a much warmer climate, was clearly 
not used to snow. Soon they were driving along the Trans-Canada at 
a walking pace. W.O., who was dozing in the back seat, would look 
up occasionally and growl, “For Crissake, what the hell is going on?” 
and Alistair would continue to urge the driver onward. The poor 
man was appalled by the fact that whenever the snow cleared briefly, 
there were no lights or houses visible. Alistair would assure him that, 
yes, up ahead lay Banff, a town with lights and buildings and every-
thing. Beside Alistair, W.O. dozed on.

Suddenly, out of the storm a large animal reared up before them. 
The driver turned the wheel, the elk disappeared, and the car hit a 
patch of ice and began to spin. Alistair, mindful of the instructions 
for an emergency like this in those days before seatbelts, put his arms 
around W.O. in a protective hug, and tried to wrestle him down to 
the safety of the floor.

W.O., roused from sleep by a hugging assault from the man he 
thought a platonic friend, came awake, struggling and snorting, 
“What the hell . . . !” He was not pleased.



110
ACROSS CANADA BY STORY

The car spun to a stop, still on the highway. The driver began to 
cry. “Oh, gentlemen,” he wailed. “I do not believe there is a Banff!”

Alistair, leaning forward encouragingly, talked him onward. 
There was a bad moment when they reached the edge of the park 
and the official entrance, which was full of “Banff” signs but was dark 
and unattended in the middle of the night. This revived the driver’s 
despairing belief that “there is no Banff!” But they made it eventu-
ally, and all three survived to tell very different tales. And “Mitchell’s 
Messy Method” of teaching writing continued to inspire and inform 
many more writers down through the years at Banff.

You’ll notice that an elk played a part, even if it was only a trot-on 
part, in that story. When I taught at the Banff Publishing Workshop, 
the drifting herds of elk were a prominent part of the campus, and 
in rutting season (October, and thus writers’ festival season) there 
were many problems. I remember Roddy Doyle complaining to the 
audience that he had experienced a lot, touring the world to promote 
his books, but, as he put it in his worried North Dublin accent, this 
was the first time he had been in danger “of being focked by an elk.” 

Another elk story will follow soon. In Banff, my own WordFest 
event was introduced, to my delight, by my old friend Fred Stenson 
(author of The Trade and many others), who was famously another 
successful product of Alberta’s Search for a New Novelist. Since I 
had just told the story of my notoriously unsuccessful attempt to 
interrupt a Mavis Gallant reading, at the end Fred came onstage to 
interrupt me, crouching, hands protecting his head, terrified by his 
role. It was very funny. And I did stop.

Later, in the same splendid new centre building that has replaced 
the old Donald Cameron Dining Hall, I had fun chairing the final ses-
sion (featuring the fiction quintet of Germany’s Thomas Pletzinger, 
my old friend Madeleine Thien, Scotland’s Stuart MacBride, and 
our own Helen Humphreys and David Bezmozgis). Earlier we heard 
from Guy Vanderhaeghe. Guy’s Saturday night reading from A Good 
Man was the high point at Banff, where he alluded to “an elk story,” 
without elaborating. I know the story, and can reveal it here.

Some years ago (possibly even before Roddy Doyle’s complaint), 
Guy was staying at the centre during rutting season. After breakfast 
with his friend Robert Kroetsch in Donald Cameron Hall, Guy came 
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out of the hall alone and noticed that a herd of elk had drifted across 
to block his path back up to his residence, with the male looking 
aggressive. So he prudently waited at the foot of the stairs, which 
provide a sort of a barrier to any elk that lacks Fred Astaire training 
on staircases. A confident young woman came out from breakfast, 
and Guy politely suggested that it might be best to wait for ten min-
utes until the elk moved on. She took this suggestion badly.

“I will walk wherever I please!” she announced, and strode 
towards the herd.

The male elk had not read the proper consciousness-raising 
books. So she ended up behind a tree, yelling for help. Guy modestly 
describes what happened next, in a scene starring the fine Western 
novelist and teacher Robert Kroetsch: “That’s when Kroetsch arrived 
on the scene and took charge. He tore off his jacket, advanced on the 
elk roaring like the Bull of Bashan, beating clouds of dust out of 
the ground with his windbreaker. It was a truly impressive, primal 
sight. I followed along in an entirely cowardly support role, tooting 
in my high tenor voice, and feebly waving my jacket the way the 
Scarlet Pimpernel fanned the air with his lace handkerchief. When 
Kroetsch succeeded in driving off the elk, he got no thanks from the 
young woman.” Guy ends with the words “she simply fled for the 
residences, sobbing.”

And the woman did not seek out Guy, the Scarlet Pimpernel, to 
thank him.

Another wildlife encounter, this time near Jasper. Once, when I was 
staying at my cousin Graeme and his wife, Ann’s cabin in August, I 
did a very foolish thing. I knew that the old fur-trade route to the 
Pacific ran west on the Athabasca River, then up the Whirlpool. 
Then the portage route went alongside the Whirlpool all the way to 
the watershed, and into British Columbia. This was sacred fur-trade 
territory, and I planned to hike part of the way along it.

I set off alone, stupidly not telling anyone where I was going. As 
I walked along beside the well-named Whirlpool it was such a beau-
tiful, peaceful August day and I was so far from anyone else that it 
seemed a noisy intrusion to keep ringing my bear bell. I silenced it, 
and drifted peacefully along the trail, enjoying the rich crop of rasp-
berries. I came around a corner, and there in front of me was a great 
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pile of bear scat, still steaming. There was no bear in sight.
But when I walked past the spot, now ringing my warning bear 

bell very energetically, I felt sure that he was somewhere just off the 
trail, watching me through the thick bush. The hair rising on the 
back of my neck told me that we have primitive senses that lie dor-
mant, except in emergencies. My hike, now loud with the sound of 
the bear bell rung by my sweaty hand, was spoiled by the prospect of 
passing that spot again, and by my realization that if there had been 
an incident, days could have passed before help arrived.

If I had been confronted by the bear, I hope I would have been 
able to remember Andy Russell’s advice. Andy, the author of Grizzly 
Country (which I did not edit) and Memoirs of a Mountain Man (which 
I did), was a grizzled old outfitter, guide, and rancher from the 
foothills country down near Pincher Creek, and a great friend. To 
prepare for his book on the despised Oldman River Dam (The Life 
of a River) Andy and I once followed the river all the way from its 
start as a little stream in the Rockies to “The Gap,” where it swirls 
on to the prairie, then to the dam site itself (supply your own “not by 
a dam site” joke here), where we scrambled through the protective 
fencing around the dam, unchallenged by man or bear. The life of an 
editor contains many surprises.

Andy, a craggy, lean, wind-burned guy in a buckskin jacket and 
under a Stetson, was not a boastful man, but when I asked him about 
grizzly bear attacks, he told me that in the course of all his years in 
the foothills and the Rockies he had “stopped” more than twenty 
grizzly charges.

“Stopped?” I quavered. “How do you stop a grizzly charge, Andy?”
“Well, first you stand your ground.” (I suspect this may be the 

hardest part . . . but running is not a good tactic against an animal 
that can run faster than you, and can casually kill you with one swipe 
to the back of the neck.) “Then,” he said, “you talk to them.”

“Talk to them? What . . . what do you say?”
“It’s not that important. I’ll say something like ‘I’m Andy Russell, 

and I know that you live here and want to get from where you are 
to over here, so I’m not going to face you down but just sort of step 
aside here, like this, and let you through . . . ’ and that usually works.”

More than twenty times it did work. On reflection, maybe the key 
line is “I’m Andy Russell.”
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I’ve called this chapter “Alberta and the Mountains,” so I feel able 
to move us west of Banff. I remember once, as a favour, escorting 
the English author D.M. Thomas from the Calgary WordFest to 
the Banff part of the moveable feast. I took him (theme alert!) to see 
a herd of elk at the Banff golf course, then up to the top of Sulphur 
Mountain. As the author of The White Hotel and other books, he was 
obviously an intelligent man. But when from the Sulphur lookout 
I showed him the scores of snowy mountains marching off to the 
horizon in the west, he had real trouble accepting my assurance that 
these mountain ranges, split by valleys, ran for hundreds of miles to the 
west. For a man grounded in green Cornwall, all this wasteful, rocky 
Canadian space was almost literally unimaginable.

Not far west of Banff, along the Trans-Canada Highway, you 
come to the border with British Columbia. Physically, it’s not very 
dramatic right there. But it is, in fact, one of the most astounding 
borders anywhere in the world. Heading almost due north/south, the 
border runs along the summits of the highest peaks in the Rockies. 
No foot has ever trod along that border for huge stretches, and none 
ever will. Thanks to the invention of planes we can now fly across it, 
look down, and marvel.

The Alberta-B.C. border is also a spectacular watershed. South of 
Banff, rain or snow that falls on the eastern slopes will flow into rivers 
like Andy Russell’s Oldman, merge with the South Saskatchewan, 
then the Nelson, to end up in Hudson Bay. Some sun-seeking snow-
flakes will melt to flow southeast in Alberta into the Milk River, and 
from there south to join the Mississippi system, to end up in the Gulf 
of Mexico. Isn’t our geography exciting?

The western slopes send their rain and snow into the Pacific, and 
I once was a thrilled participant in the process. In the 1980s I took 
off from teaching the art of publishing at Banff to ride a white-water 
raft down the Kicking Horse River into Golden, B.C. I was part 
of a group of strangers who paid money, got into life jackets, and 
pushed off in a big rubber raft clutching paddles. The guys in charge 
were experts. They rehearsed us on what to do if we fell out into 
the churning white-water. Even better, they managed to convince us 
that the safety of the raft depended on each one of us digging hard 
with our paddles as we hit the white-water stretch, and fought our 
way through.
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I was in the bow at one side, and when we plunged into the white 
stuff, SWAAASH, I was hit in the face by bucketfuls of icy water 
that took my breath away. But through all the roar and the bucking, 
foaming spray I kept paddling fiercely, blinking through the icy spray, 
because the safety of the raft depended on it. Soon the roaring died 
away, the water levelled out and turned dark again, and we had made 
it. When we reached the bank and staggered out we whooped and 
embraced our fellow survivors. We had come through this together!

After they dropped us off in Banff the rafting crew presumably 
went off, yawn, to pick up the next group of tourists, and to impress 
on them how important it was for each of them to paddle hard, if 
the raft was to survive. I went back to the publishing workshop and 
was so enthusiastic that several others signed up for the white-water 
trip. I have a tendency to let my enthusiasms show, as you may have 
noticed. And most writers, and editors, will do well to remember to 
“just keep paddling.”

But what has all this to do with being an editor? Within a couple 
of years I was editing Don Starkell’s book, with passages such as this: 
“As we approached the rapids, we cut through some large standing 
waves and roared downhill into the V of the flow. Orellana shot 
through the water like an orange missile . . .” Experience helps edi-
tors. Experiences, too.

I wish I’d been able to take D.M. Thomas with me in the summer 
of 2014, when Jane and I flew southwest of Calgary to Castlegar. 
This was in the middle of the Stampede, and at the Calgary air-
port even the most dapper Air Canada agent was required to wear a 
Stetson and yee-haw his way through the workday. Our flight south 
on Central Mountain Air took us down to the foothills, then west 
through the Selkirks. It is an amazing stretch of mountain country, 
Crowsnest Pass territory, then the Kootenays. The sudden swoop 
down through the jostle of mountains to land at Castlegar caught 
our attention. It was a little like landing on the deck of an aircraft 
carrier.

The novelist Anne DeGrace (a friend from the Writers’ Union 
AGM in St. John’s) met us and took us along winding roads past the 
rivers that would flow south into the United States as the mighty 
Columbia River. Soon we were in Nelson.
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For a few years now Nelson has hosted the Elephant Mountain 
Literary Festival, and I’m delighted to report that, led by Lynn 
Krause, they bring in worthy authors like, well, me . . . not to mention 
Gail Bowen, Eleanor Wachtel, Angie Abdou, and others, including 
Sid Marty. My old friend Sid, the big, burly folksinger, poet, and 
author of non-fiction classics like Men for the Mountains (1978) and 
The Black Grizzly of Whiskey Creek (2008), lives in Lundbreck, in the 
foothills, about as close as you can get in Alberta to Nelson. How 
long did the drive into the Kootenay country take him? Six hours.

For me, to stumble across Nelson was a piece of amazing good 
luck, since it’s a very unusual place. First (and second and third) 
there’s the setting. Elephant Mountain (“See, that’s the trunk!”) lies 
across the west arm of Kootenay Lake, and the town climbs steeply 
up from the lakeshore opposite the mountain. About 10,000 people 
live in the town, but it’s in the centre of the Kootenays, so that many 
thousands of others flock in to do their shopping and other commu-
nity things there, always surrounded by mountains. 

There are about forty (count them) restaurants in town, and I can 
report that the local co-op store has a wide range of environmentally 
friendly products that you’d have trouble finding anywhere else in 
Canada. A reason for that is the Nelson background as a favourite 
destination for idealistic draft-evaders during the Vietnam War years. 
There is also a thriving “underground economy”: a grandmotherly 
figure at a festival event told me about the details of the homegrown 
marijuana business (with “two light” setups for grow-ops being really 
small-scale, but “ten lights” being impressive). Apparently the town 
is full of amiable professionals who will help you to manage your 
crop, and when they send in someone to “bud” the plants, it’s likely 
to be your friendly Sunday-school teacher tapping at the door.

Anne DeGrace is a calm, understated, middle-aged woman now, 
but she told us an amazing story about Nelson neighbourly help. In 
“hippy” days, when she first came to the town from Ottawa, she was 
a young, pregnant woman on her own, and she started a book and 
record store called “Packrat Annie’s.” When the baby came, two local 
Quaker women showed up out of the blue, with sleeping bags, and 
told her that they would run the store until she was able to return. 
Total strangers, and as good as their word. Anne still says that they 
changed her view of human nature. Now she works at the Nelson 
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Library, has published four novels, has found a good husband, and 
quietly gives a great tour of the town.

You may know Nelson without being aware of it. The Steve 
Martin movie Roxanne was set here, and gives a hint of the delights of 
the old mining town, which boomed in the 1890s. We were there in 
midsummer, at the time of the full moon, which had a supernatural 
appearance, rising over the encircling mountains. Strangers stopped 
in the street to gape at it, chat, and speculate if it was the biggest 
moon ever.

Certainly, July 2014 saw some of the hottest weather ever 
recorded in the B.C. Interior. At the festival, after Gail Bowen and 
Eleanor Wachtel had given successful Friday evening talks, with 
Sid Marty, Donna Morissey, and Angie Abdou to come later, I was 
due to give my show on Saturday afternoon in the Civic Theatre. 
The weather was scorching, and the town beach on the lake was a 
major counter-attraction. The Nelson Star warned its readers about 
the record-breaking heat, “with afternoon temperatures from the 
mid-30s to 40 degrees.” But we were comforted by the news that air 
conditioning at the Civic Theatre was due to be installed.

No such luck. The gallant audience sat fanning themselves as I did 
my stuff on the stage. In the wings the heroic Jane slaved in the air-
less dark over red-hot electronic appliances. After the ninety-minute 
show, when I took off my blazer-and-tie “publisher’s uniform” back 
in our hotel room, Jane complained that my shirt was so sweat-soaked 
she could wring it out. The heat was something we remembered 
with head-shaking affection a few months later when my December 
show in Collingwood, Ontario, at the foot of the Blue Mountain ski 
hill, was interrupted by the roar of a snow-making machine. Local 
hazards. Ah, the life of a literary troubadour!

But also, ah, Nelson. Unforgettable, all the way from Gyro Park 
with its lookout over the lake (and great Saskatoon berries!) to the 
Japanese garden near the old train station at the other end of town, 
where in the early days the whole population used to show up to see 
who had rolled into the booming town.

The next day we were driven to Castlegar to pick up our car, 
which we drove west — and up and down — through some of the 
most beautiful country in Canada. Our car crawled over ear-popping 
high mountain passes, then raced down, down, down to the next 
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river bridge, then coasted along beside farm fields before the next 
groaning climb. It was always fascinating (“Wait a minute! This is 
where the Doukhobors settled!” “Big White! I used to ski here!”) as 
we drove to stay with Jane’s brother Peter and his wife, Heather, in 
Kelowna. 

That’s a special city for us. Peter and Heather lost their home 
there in the great fire of 2003, when 27,000 people were evacuated 
with no jammed roads, no looting, and no panic. In my role as pub-
lisher of M&S I was very pleased to be able to combine forces with 
the local Kelowna paper to produce Firestorm: The Summer B.C. 
Burned, a big, illustrated book that sold very well. It raised lots of 
money for reclamation projects, although it was nothing compared 
to the estimated 250 million trees lost in the fire. (I remember being 
flown across the Kelowna fire scene in a small plane when the pilot 
showed us one house, where his buddy’s “outdoor thermometer had 
stuck at sixty-nine degrees Celsius.” The house survived, although 
far more than 200 in Kelowna did not.) 

After Nelson, when I dropped in to visit Mosaic Books in Kelowna, 
it was great to be warmly remembered as “the fire storm guy.” 




