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INTRODUCTION

THE RED SHOES

In my memory, it was a Thursday evening at Harbourfront, Toronto’s arts centre at the edge of Lake Ontario. Greg Gatenby, artistic director of Harbourfront’s literary events, had organized a reading in support of Abbey Bookstore, a bilingual Canadian bookstore in Paris. Many of the well-known Toronto writers had been invited to read.

The writers sat at the front of the Brigantine Room at small tables with checkered tablecloths and candles meant to conjure a Parisian cabaret. Margaret Atwood was on the programme.

For someone of such prominence, she has a way of slipping into a room quietly. She is tiny, with a taut, electric intensity. There is something birdlike about her. Magpieish, as she sometimes describes herself.

Rumours were in the air that night about her new book, Alias Grace. There had been a cool review in The Globe and Mail.

Her blue eyes are large, almost transparent, and as she greeted people I noted the anxiety in them. That may have been my projection. I was thinking about what it means to be a famous writer. Writing is the most personal and the most exposing of the arts. There is no buffer zone between the writer and her audience. If the writer fails, she fails alone.

Margaret Atwood is famous. That night she already knew that Alias Grace would be published in many countries. It would metamorphose into an alien text in numerous languages she couldn’t read, and would enter into the minds of hundreds of thousands of people she would never meet. And yet, to me she seemed worried about what the literary world would do with her creation. But why should I be surprised by this?

Greg Gatenby had instructed us to read from a book we felt deserved more attention, one we would like to see translated into French and sold at Abbey Bookstore. Margaret Atwood read from Green Grass, Running Water, a novel by the Native writer Thomas King. She was hilarious, and almost seemed to become the Trickster figure in King’s book. And I thought, yes, she is a Trickster. Mischievous, a shape-shifter, challenging assumptions and conventions. How could one ever get a fix on her?

For that is what I intended to do. I was writing a book about Margaret Atwood. Though I didn’t quite know what to call it. A “not-biography” was the closest I’d come.

I wanted to write about her creative life. And yet I needed a phrase to describe my position. I had come up with “the middle distance.” I would write from the middle distance, interfacing between the culture that had formed her and the mind of the writer. It wouldn’t be a gossipy book. Who would tell me anything anyway? And besides, the little gossip that I already knew didn’t interest me. Gossip is the surface story, usually meant to puncture and deflate another life.

A not-biography then. I knew that a real biography can only be crafted in retrospect. It is a nostalgic exercise, a synthesis of perspectives about the subject after the memoirs, letters, and anecdotes have been collected.

Instead, I wanted a book about the writing life. There is so much confusion about what makes a writing life possible. My book would be about what drives Margaret Atwood, about the doubts and confusions and triumphs on the way. It would put her in her time, the generation she was part of that helped to change the shape of Canadian writing. It would, I hoped, show that the mind and the imagination are central to the real pleasure of living, something almost lost on our literal-minded age in which stories about individuals seem to be told only at the level of lifestyles and bedroom gossip.

Still, I had a deeper motive. I wanted to write a third book to complete the narratives of two I had already written. Those had been real biographies. They were both about women writers. Though I hadn’t expected it, they turned out to be stories about frustration, indeed agony, and, finally, about silence. The subject of my first biography, Elizabeth Smart, had written a masterpiece at the age of twenty-seven and then had fallen silent for thirty years. She claimed it was a problem of self-confidence. She always felt there was a shadowy hand on her shoulder, which she called the “maestro of the masculine.” This phantom told her she could never be good enough. The second writer, Gwendolyn MacEwen, had died tragically, convinced, at least for long moments, that art was not worth the price of loneliness. My books had celebrated them as remarkable writers, but secretly I felt a kind of guilt. Had I not, inadvertently, perpetuated the stereotype of the tragic female artist? Surely, I felt, there are other narratives. I wanted a third version. I felt compelled to write about a woman who had managed to take control of her artistry and her life.

When I explained to Margaret Atwood what I wanted to do, she initially misunderstood my intention. “I’m not dead,” she said. When I described my theory of not-biography, she was only a little mollified. What seemed to bother her most was the idea that I might turn her into a role model; being a role model was never what she intended. Or that I might create an artificial order out of the myriad details of her life simply by the act of turning it into a narrative. She had already had years of people inventing someone called Margaret Atwood that had little to do with the woman alone in her room writing a book. Would I not just be perpetuating that?

Why would I presume to write a book about Margaret Atwood? Because, privately, I am fascinated by the mystery of artistic confidence. Where does the strength come from to believe in yourself as a writer? Is it merely personal? Why do many talented people never take the gamble and set out on the costly journey to become artists? Why are others, like Elizabeth Smart, derailed? Does one need cultural support?

When I think of Margaret Atwood, I am haunted by an anecdote:

The year is 1948 or 1949. A little girl sits in a movie theatre. Seeing a film is a rare treat. This time, the occasion is someone’s birthday. The film they are all watching is The Red Shoes, about a young woman called Victoria Page who becomes a world-famous ballerina. Victoria is beautiful, dressed like a princess in diamond tiara and gossamer tutu, dancing her way through elegant ballrooms and exotic European cities. The little girl is entranced and wants to be like that, but she begins to sink despondently into her seat. Victoria’s life is turning into a tragedy. The maestro is angry with her, her young husband leaves her. In the end, she commits suicide by jumping in front of a train. The little girl understands the message and is devastated: if you are a girl, you cannot be an artist and a wife. If you try to be both, you will end up jumping in front of a train.

Margaret Atwood was the young girl in that movie theatre. She was born into an era when girls were still slapped down for creative ambition, and yet she went on to become a remarkable writer. How did that happen?

When Margaret Atwood tells the story of being devastated as a young girl watching The Red Shoes, the question that fascinates me is: although she was upset by it, why was she not derailed? If this was the vision she was offered, why and how did she escape? Many young girls born in 1939 still took that message into their bones. How did this young girl, in pre-feminist days, evolve the instinctive capacity to believe, unequivocally, in herself?

At one point in an interview, Margaret Atwood remarked: “We have a somewhat romantic notion on this side of the Atlantic about what an author is. We think of ‘writing’ not as something you do but as something you are.”1 This seems innocuous enough, until you stop to think about what she is saying.

In those cryptic sentences, she was sabotaging the history of romanticism that has attached to the artist. And this perception of the writer, more than anything else, had to go.

When she started out as a writer, it was not easy for a young woman to believe in herself. Twenty years ago she remarked: “Fewer women than men come through their early years strongly motivated to write seriously.… ‘Being a writer’ is more easily seen by them as a state of being, not of doing. When instant recognition is not forthcoming, it’s easier to give up.”2 “Girls, particularly, are trained to please and conciliate, and when somebody doesn’t like them they think that it’s some failure of theirs.”3 The attempt to write well—“to investigate, to explore, to acknowledge an external discipline, to take risks, among them the risk of failure”—was discouraged in young women.4

How does one form an attitude of confidence and courage, “without which the project of being a writer becomes a joke”? “Your confidence as a writer,” she explained, “has a lot to do with your total confidence as a person … and that comes from childhood.”5 Were the roots of her confidence to be found in her childhood?

The story of Margaret Atwood’s journey from that movie theatre where she watched The Red Shoes to her international success as a writer is one of the narratives of this book. In many ways, I see the story as part of a collective narrative of women writers in the last thirty years. A list of the writers born in the same era as Margaret Atwood or coming to prominence when she did is impressive: A.S. Byatt, Nadine Gordimer, Joyce Carol Oates, Angela Carter, Maxine Hong Kingston, Margaret Drabble, Marie-Claire Blais, Marge Piercy, Marilynne Robinson, Toni Morrison, Alison Lurie, Ann Beattie, Elena Poniatowska, and many others. These women have irrevocably changed the iconography that attaches to both the male and the female artist.

If we go back to The Red Shoes, released in 1948, when war films had glutted the silver screen and the film industry was scrambling for new themes, we can easily see that film as a meditation on the role of women in art. The original script was by Emeric Pressburger, and its subject was the ballet career of Victoria Page, played by Moira Shearer. Victoria is an ambitious young dancer who is taken up by a famous impresario and choreographer, Boris Lermontov, a maestro of the old school who develops his dancers by using ruthless, discipline and deliberate humiliation. Art is a religion for Lermontov, and Victoria is to be his creation.

Lermontov has written a ballet for her called The Red Shoes, based on a fairy tale by Hans Christian Anderson. He describes the story to her in the following way: “A girl is devoured by the ambition to dance in a pair of red shoes which she has bought from a gypsy. At first she is happy at the dance, but then she gets tired and wants to go home. But the shoes are not tired. They never get tired. They dance her out into the fields. Time rushes by, love rushes by, life rushes by. But the shoes dance on. In the end she dies.”

Ingeniously, this is an allegory of the fate of the woman who presumed to be an artist. Jealously, possessively, Lermontov guards Victoria as his invention. She is the malleable material that will guarantee his immortality. But she makes the horrifying mistake of falling in love with and marrying the company’s young composer. She becomes the pawn in a battle between the two men. Lermontov rages: “The dancer who relies on the doubtful comforts of human love will never be a great dancer. Never!” Her husband wants her to give up her art for his sake. He needs her beside him as his muse and inspiration. She tries to choose her art, but doing so destroys her. At the film’s end, seemingly having chosen her career over her marriage, Victoria walks towards the stage entrance to perform the ballet The Red Shoes. But the red shoes suddenly have a will of their own. They take her out to the balcony overlooking the train station where her husband is about to leave. They leap her over the balcony railing. As she lies dying, she begs her husband to remove the red shoes.

Clearly women were meant to be muses, not maestros. No wonder the young Margaret Atwood sank despondently into her seat in that movie theatre fifty years ago. What would be so dangerous about a woman having an artistic career of her own? The answer was simple. In what had become the traditional version of things, woman had to remain the passive inspiration for art since man could not create without her.

In 1948, after their emancipation in the workforce, women had to be returned to the nation’s kitchens so that their jobs could be freed up for men coming back from the front. For those women who had enjoyed the public world, sustaining the pretence that they had never left the house must have felt like a brutal amnesia.The Red Shoes suggests that art, too, had to be aggressively re-established as a male prerogative.

What was the image of the male artist anyway, and where did it come from, that it had to be so desperately protected?

The iconography of the male artist was unrelievedly romantic. Of course, our notion of the artist has been a cliché, evolving as it did out of early nineteenth-century Romanticism. I think of Percy Bysshe Shelley, one of the first truly bohemian poets. As the industrial middle class pushed the artist to the periphery of society, the only solution was romantic rebellion. Art was more important than life. It was a religion. The artistic life was one of enormous sacrifice. (It was also, paradoxically, one of enormous indulgence.) The bohemian artist devoted to self-expression was born.

Women were necessary in that world, but as muses. And the male artist, notoriously promiscuous, needed a lot of them. Women were attracted to this role as handmaiden to genius because it meant selection (usually on the basis of beauty). Any woman who aspired to be an artist herself was a rival, not a handmaid. If indeed she had enough self-confidence for such an aspiration, she had to be bashed down. She was, after all, threatening to make her own art as important as a man’s.

But was this really how it worked? Often, of course, only as a kind of overarching cliché mythology. Still, it is astonishing how deeply it stuck. As a consequence, art was a man’s game. Women artists did not have a place in the world of art, nor would they. Not until there were enough women with the courage to kill off this shibboleth.

The women of Margaret Atwood’s generation shattered the stereotype, and, perhaps more important, they destroyed a second one. In the history of female iconography, the image of mother and child categorically excluded the possibility of art, except as a subject. It was thought that a woman could not be both mother and artist. Many women of the generation prior to Margaret Atwood’s had been convinced of the impossibility of mixing maternity and a career. Mavis Gallant, for instance, pursued a solitary life in Paris in order to be able to write. Jean Rhys, Marianne Moore, Flannery O’Connor, and others never had children. Of course, there were many women who did, but that fact never seemed to penetrate the collective imagination. Doris Lessing brought one of her children with her from South Africa when, determined to be a writer, she moved to England, but there she had to confront the dilemma of bringing up a child alone. It did not help that, in doing so, she was going against the prevailing mythology. One’s life as an artist was meant to be monomaniacally single. It was said to require an almost ravenous egocentricity. If you had children, you were compromising your art. Today, it is still hard to bring up a child alone. But in the world of women like Margaret Atwood, at least the child can be, wonderfully, there. And the women can continue, undevastated, with their creative explorations, without its being a violation of the code of art.

I believe that what helped to perpetuate so many myths about the “artistic life” was that art had been separated from life. When I was at university in the 1960s, we were still being told that great literature was written by those, mostly men, who were different in kind from normal people. They were geniuses. On another plane. “Literature is not life,” I was told. The writer’s work had been cut off and floated in hyperspace without any connection to the person who wrote it. Those works were called “well-wrought urns,” autonomous artefacts sealed in airtight rooms, and the space had a name: immortality. Art was never to be connected with the real world. But that was the mistake. We failed to understand that art is life; that it is made up of the hundreds of bits of household bric-a-brac, of the landscapes and mnemonic resonances that constitute our own existence.

Once I understood that, women’s voices began to intrigue me: whether they had been heard; whether they had been distorted by the listener; whether they surfaced whole from the speaker or had been undermined from within by self-doubt.

If you have heard Margaret Atwood speak, you will remember her voice. She speaks in a monotone with a deadpan delivery. It is a voice that has often been parodied as boring, or as condescending and dismissive, because, if you are not listening carefully, you will miss the wit. She is often wily, refusing to be cornered, since she is aware that that is what the world attempts to do. The voice makes it clear that this woman does not suffer fools gladly, and can be devastatingly ironic. And yet she can also be uncannily direct when offered a genuine response.

Over the years, Margaret Atwood has been the subject of many projections. In the beginning she was described as a pre-Raphaelite, with a nimbus of windswept hair. The characterization never really worked because she lacked the pliancy of the Victorian heroine, and, besides, she always wondered what male writer’s hair was the subject of every commentary about him. Then, when she wrote Power Politics, she was called an astonishingly cruel talent, with an eye for the jugular. She was a “man hater,” and “her stuff was bleak, dark, and negative.” Later she was described as “really funny” and, finally, she became “maternal.”6 As times changed, the projections changed, though she remained essentially the same person.

Many people would have been set off stride by that barrage, but she bashed on, regardless. Certainly humour must have helped. But the real reason for her stamina was that, all along, she had the intrinsic self-confidence to believe in her art. She has, in fact, been remarkably consistent. Her voice is a Canadian voice, a woman’s voice, and, most important, a voice evoking a unique vision that has struck deep, resonant chords in her readers.

In my mind’s eye I see Margaret Atwood standing on a bridge: the woods are at her back, the city is before her, and she commands both worlds. There are bodies under the water, trolls under the bridge. This is, of course, an absurd image I have invented, but it conjures up a vision of a woman who, out of years of training and willed attention, has claimed deep mythological roots for her writing. She speaks with an incisiveness in which the pleasure of provocation is implicit. She takes herself very straightforwardly. She is a writer.

I think of this book as a meditation on what a particular woman means to her culture and to the readers whose lives she has entered by the sheer act of writing fictions about them. It is an effort to explore what makes a writer and a writing life possible, to watch, with pleasure, the unfolding of a remarkable writer’s career.

But there is a second story that enfolds the first. This book is also a portrait of a generation starting out. Margaret Atwood began her career when Canadians were still in the deep-freeze of colonialism and only beginning to think of themselves as having a culture. Her generation changed all that.

It was in the sixties, that overdescribed and yet still elusive decade, that everything changed. While the sixties are characterized as the decade of war and psychedelics (and that was, of course, part of the story), there were other narratives. As countries fell to the sixties liberation ethic, which seemed to hit everywhere simultaneously, Canada had its own peculiar experience. It was a time of cultural nationalism in Canada, and Canada would never be quite the same again.

From 1966 until the end of the 1970s, Canada experienced a literary sea-change. In 1960, you could count on the fingers of one hand the number of novels published in this country. There were a few more books of poetry because they were cheaper to produce. By 1966, small publishing houses, literary magazines, and new theatres began to sprout up like the mushrooms people were eating to get high. By the end of the seventies, Canadian writers knew they were part of a culture that was their own. The colonialism that Northrop Frye had lamented, calling it a “frostbite at the roots of imagination,” had thawed, and a confident culture emerged.

There were many young mavericks in those days, Margaret Atwood among them. A narrative of her writing life inevitably becomes a cultural and a generational narrative.

This book is a record of a woman writing in a particular time. It stops at the end of the 1970s. By that time Margaret Atwood had become the international writer we know today. And by that time the culture that nurtured her had also come into its own. It is the drama of beginning that is always the most compelling. Margaret Atwood once remarked about those years: “Everything was interesting, but the important thing was discovering the fact of our own existence as Canadians.”7





1
KITCHEN STORIES


“I don’t think in terms of ‘usual’ and ‘unusual.’ Of course it was unusual for me to do a lot of the things I did in other people’s terms, but not in mine.”

Margaret Atwood1



Margaret Atwood encapsulated her history for the potted version required by blurb writers and interviewers in the following way:


I was born in the Ottawa General Hospital right after the Grey Cup Football Game in 1939. Six months later I was backpacked into the Quebec bush. I grew up in and out of the bush, in and out of Ottawa, Sault Ste. Marie, and Toronto. I did not attend a full year of school until I was in grade eight. This was a definite advantage.2



We have to remember that, almost sixty years ago, there was nothing mundanely diverting about backpacking into the woods (sometimes the story varied and she was carried in a box), and certainly parents did not carry a six-month-old child into the Canadian bush, which was not then, nor is it now, a tourist romp. And it was 1939, the beginning of the Second World War, which Canada was one of the first among the Allies to enter. Though Margaret Atwood’s laconic summary seems to suggest otherwise, it describes an eccentric beginning.

Who were these adults that they stepped so casually outside the norm of their times? To edge in on that world, we must start further back. We all believe our lives begin long before we do, with the people we call our ancestors, the ones who, literally and figuratively, make us up. Yet how much are we to be explained in terms of ancestry? Who are those lines of strangers we descend from to become ourselves? We use metaphors such as “roots” and “branches” to describe them, as if to locate ourselves like plants. But since genetic inheritance is so mysterious, perhaps our ancestors are most important as the stories, the mythologies, we use to explain ourselves to ourselves.

Margaret Atwood’s favourite ancestor was tried as a witch a decade before the infamous Salem witch trials of 1692–93, during which almost two hundred people were accused of practising witchcraft and nineteen were executed.3 If she had wanted to invent an ancestor for herself, Margaret could not have done better: this was a woman who stood up to authority and survived brutality with remarkable resilience.

Mary Reeve Webster, an ancestor of Margaret’s grandmother Ora Louise Webster, on her mother’s side, lived in Hadley, Massachusetts. It seems that her marriage to fifty-three-year-old William Webster in 16704 had initially been prosperous, but the public records report rather vaguely that the two became poor to the point of destitution and required public assistance. This was dangerous. Under New England’s Puritan laws, the poor could petition the town for relief, and the townspeople were required to offer aid. Each inhabitant was expected to take turns providing the pauper with food, lodging, or other necessities. But so resistant were the colonists to such public charity that, to reduce the risk of public liability, towns passed ordinances forbidding both the entertainment of strangers and the sale of land to strangers without permission from the local selectmen. If one fell “on the town,” as it was called, local citizens had the right, because poverty was considered a personal failing, to direct the pauper on how to live a more orderly existence.5

In her poverty, Mary Webster came under the care and scrutiny of one Philip Smith, who was to arrange for her poor relief. Smith was a member of the court, deacon of the church, lieutenant in the troop, and selectman of Hadley. Apparently, Mary, “being dissatisfied at some of his just cares about her, expressed herself unto him in such a manner that he declared himself apprehensive of receiving mischief at her hands.”6 It was not wise to insult the village benefactor.

Soon allegations began to collect that Mary was a witch and a termagant. The court records of the time report her crimes, which seem quaint until one realizes these were deadly accusations. Horses baulked as they approached her house, and would not drive past it. At such times, the drivers would enter the house to beat her, and only then were their horses able to move on. Rumours were rampant. On one occasion a load of hay overturned at her doorstep and, when the man in charge entered the house to whip her, the load was placed right side up by an invisible hand. She caused a neighbour’s child to ascend in the air three times simply by looking at it. And once a hen flew down a chimney and was burned, and it was discovered that Mary Webster, at that very time, was suffering from a scald.7

Mary was brought before the Court at Northampton with Philip Smith, among others, officiating, and after many testimonials she was accused of being a witch. She was remanded to Boston Gaol in April 1683 and tried by the Court of Assistants on 22 May. When physically examined, she was found to have a devil’s teat. Such a mark could be anything from a mole to a red welt caused by flea bites, but there could be no evidence more damning. The marks indicated the devil’s familiars had come to suck her body at night.

The accusation read: “For that she not hauing the feare of God before hir eyes & being instigated by the divill hath entred into Couenant & familiarity with him in the shape of a warraneage [an Indian name for black cat] & had hir Imps sucking hir & teats or marks found in hir secret parts as in & by seuerall testimonyes may Appeare Contrary to the peace of our Soueraigne Lord.”8

Held in jail awaiting a further trial, she finally appeared again before the Court of Assistants on 4 September and was found not guilty. The records do not explain why, but a note accompanying the court records indicates that she was charged to pay twenty-three pounds, fifteen shillings, and two pence for the cost of her trial and travel to and from Boston.

This was not the end of it for Mary. Philip Smith died two years later, in 1685, and Mary was again accused, this time of his murder by witchcraft. So famous was her case that it was reported by the Puritan preacher and writer Cotton Mather.

His report describes how, in the beginning of January, Smith “began to be very valetudinareous [unwell], laboring under Pains that seemed Ischiatic [sciatic].” In his eventual delirium, he cried out “in a Speech incessant and voluble and (as was judged) in various Languages,” naming Mary as his tormentor.9 Numerous ominous signs indicated that Smith’s demise had been from supernatural causes. Pins were discovered under the bed, and the unmistakable scent of musk was in the air. Mysterious scratchings were heard. Fires appeared on the bed from no discernible source. Galley pots containing the victim’s medicine were mysteriously emptied.

To relieve the suffering Smith, a number of the young men of Hadley went to Mary’s house. They dragged her out and hanged her by the neck until she was almost dead. Then they cut her down and rolled her in the snow, finally burying her in it. By some trick of luck and extraordinary will, she survived.

This “snow trial” was a well-known, if little-used, counter-spell. Presumably by burying a witch in deep snow, her torturers were able to freeze her supernatural powers. It was claimed that Smith’s sufferings abated during Mary’s ordeal.10

When Smith finally died on the third day of his illness, eyewitnesses reported that his corpse turned blue and black, and blood flowed down his cheeks. The body was examined: there was a swelling of one breast, which “rendered” it like a woman’s, and Smith’s “privates were wounded or burned. On his back, besides bruises, there were several pricks, or holes, as if done with awls or pins.”11 It appears that the respectable Philip Smith was not only a reputed hypochondriac, but probably a self-flagellator as well.

After the failed hanging, Mary herself seems to have escaped further victimization by the locals. She died in Hadley in 1696. Little could Mary have known that she would make an impact on history. In 1990, she was still considered a blot on the Hadley public record, and a descendant requested that her name be removed from the family annals. Clearly he wanted the family history cleansed. But Mary had an unexpected defender. Another distant descendant would write her vindication.

When she came to write the poems collected in Morning in the Burned House, published in 1995, Margaret included a poem to Mary Webster titled “Half-hanged Mary.” Once you know that Margaret is speaking about her own ancestor, the poem’s impact is uncanny. She writes in the first person, and imagines the stages of Mary’s ordeal through the night as she hung from that rope.


…

8 p.m.

The rope was an improvisation.

With time they’d have thought of axes.

Up I go like a windfall in reverse,

a blackened apple stuck back onto the tree.

Trussed hands, rag in my mouth,

a flag raised to salute the moon,

old bone-faced goddess, old original,

who once took blood in return for food.

The men of the town stalk homeward,

excited by their show of hate,

their own evil turned inside out like a glove,

and me wearing it.…

…

8 a.m.

When they came to harvest my corpse

(open your mouth, close your eyes)

cut my body from the rope,

surprise, surprise:

I was still alive.

Tough luck, folks,

I know the law:

you can’t execute me twice

for the same thing. How nice.

I fell to the clover, breathed it in,

and bared my teeth at them

in a filthy grin.

You can imagine how that went over.

Now I only need to look

out at them through my sky-blue eyes.

They see their own ill will

staring them in the forehead

and turn tail.

Before, I was not a witch.

But now I am one …12



In a Radcliffe alumni address in 1980, Margaret spoke of her ancestor: “Mary Webster went free. I expect that if everyone thought she had occult powers before the hanging, they were even more convinced of it afterwards. She is my favorite ancestor, more dear to my heart even than the privateers and the massacred French Protestants, and if there’s one thing I hope I’ve inherited from her, it’s her neck.”13

But, for Margaret, it is Nova Scotia, rather than New England, that is the landscape of origins and legends. The ancestral Atwoods sailed to Massachusetts in 1635, and in 1760 a branch of the family moved to Nova Scotia. Austin Killam, on her mother’s side, arrived in Salem in 1637, and in 1766 one of his descendants, John Killam, also emigrated to Nova Scotia.

A peninsula attached by a thread of land to the eastern edge of the land mass that would become Canada, Nova Scotia was, as Margaret would fondly say, an “exotic place”: from the sixteenth century on, the British and French fought like dogs to keep this gateway to a continent, until the final capture of the French fortress of Louisbourg in 1758 by General James Wolfe, he of the Plains of Abraham fame. In its heyday, Nova Scotia was a harbour, a garrison, and a wartime boomtown swarming with British sailors, privateers, and merchant seamen off ships from the West Indies. It had been caught in the fray of two wars: the American Revolution and the War of 1812. In that colourful world Margaret could trace all the lines that ultimately led to her.

It was in 1766 that John Killam came from Massachusetts as one of the group later to be called the Pre-Loyalists. By proclamation, the British government offered New Englanders land vacated by the French Acadians (numbered conservatively at six thousand) who had been expelled in 1755. The New Englanders were among the “foreign Protestants” brought in by the British in an effort to populate Nova Scotia with non-Catholics. John Killam settled on a farm in Chegoggin Cove, a barren inlet in the county of Yarmouth (already, of course, home to Native people who called it “Isagogin,” or “Place of Wares”). The relationship with the Native population was uneasy. Local legends focused on abductions. One of the most famous was of a young girl whose family had been carried off by Indians. It seems she, who never merits a name, had been away from home, picking berries, when this happened, and she returned to find her family gone. To the amazement of the people of Chegoggin, she fled to the Indians for safety. And stayed. Years later, the old woman who came to town with the Indians would be pointed out as a local phenomenon by John Killam’s fellow villagers.14

John Killam’s line of descendants (he had ten children) would branch out and make an impact on Nova Scotia. His son John Jr. became a Yarmouth merchant and shipowner, and helped to establish the Marine Insurance Company. When John’s son Thomas (born in 1802) joined the family business, they prospered in the hazardous trade between North America and Great Britain. By mid-century, Thomas Killam owned some sixty vessels, although twenty-five were eventually lost at sea. Thomas’s son Frank would be elected to the local legislature, and the Killam brothers would become leading shipowners (their office on Water Street is considered the most important historic building in modern Yarmouth). John Killam’s great-great-grandson Albert became a judge and, after moving to Winnipeg, sat on Manitoba’s Court of Queen’s Bench to hear the appeal of Louis Riel. (The court, of course, upheld Riel’s conviction, and he was hanged on 16 November 1885.) By the next generation, even the girls had caught up. Maud Killam Neave went to the Women’s Medical College, New York Infirmary, obtaining her MD’s licence in 1896, and became a medical missionary in Chengdu, China, sent there by the Women’s Methodist Missionary Society of Canada.

In a family noted for enterprise, perhaps the most enterprising was Thomas’s grandson Izaac, born in Yarmouth in 1885. From the poorer branch of the family, at the age of twelve or thirteen Izaac somehow realized there was money to be made in the newspaper business. Yarmouth had three or four local weeklies, but the dailies came by train from Halifax and Saint John. He got the franchise to supply them and, by the age of fifteen, had cornered the market. At sixteen he changed careers and became a junior clerk at a Yarmouth branch of the Union Bank of Halifax and never looked back. At twenty-nine, he replaced Max Aitken (later Lord Beaver-brook) as president of Royal Securities Corporation, one of Canada’s most influential investment houses. He and his wife, Dorothy, moved to Montreal, where they lived with ten servants in a grey-stone mansion on Stanley Street. His gifts to her were legendary, including a briolette diamond that had once belonged to Henry II of France and the pearls that Mrs. John Astor had clutched as she jumped into a lifeboat to escape the sinking Titanic.

The Atwoods, Joshua and Mary, arrived from Truro, Massachusetts, shortly before the Killams, settling in Barrington on the South Shore around 1760.15

Margaret claims that one of her Atwood ancestors was Cornwallis Moreau, the son of a monk expelled from his order in France, and, as legend has it, the first white child born in the newly settled city of Halifax, in 1749.16 The idea of his being the son of a monk probably appeals to Margaret.

Jean-Baptiste Moreau of Dijon, France, arrived in Halifax in 1749 to serve as an Anglican missionary. That he had once been a Benedictine seems clear. While prior of Saint-Mathieu’s Abbey, near Brest, Abbé Moreau had become disenchanted with Catholic doctrines and practices, and was persecuted for his sympathy with the Huguenots. He fled to England, married, and from there sailed with Lord Cornwallis and his settlers on the Canning in June 1749. Cornwallis’s mission in the new world was to establish a British town as a bulwark against French aggression. With Moreau came his pregnant wife, Elizabeth, and four servants. The settlement they arrived in was little more than wilderness, with only a sparse polyglot collection of French Protestants, Germans, and a few British. Assigned by the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel to the French Protestants, Moreau preached at the new St. Paul’s, the first Protestant church built in Canada. He then travelled with about 1,600 French-and German-speaking immigrants, also “Foreign [European] Protestants,” to the new settlement of Lunenburg. Though he took great pains, as he said, to “bring over the Savages to embrace our holy Religion,” he didn’t have much luck with the Mi’kmaq.

The abbé’s son Cornwallis was born in December 1749, and thus was the first child born in the new settlement. A captain in the Lunenburg militia, he lived to be ninety-one. The impact his father, the monk, had in Nova Scotia outlived his son. When Halifax was devastated by the harbour munitions explosion in the First World War, the west gallery window of St. Paul’s was shattered in such a way as to show the silhouette of a head—an astonishing likeness, it was claimed, of Abbé Moreau.17

By the time Margaret’s parents came along, settlements had shifted. Her father’s family had remained on the South Shore, and Atwood had become a common name there. There is even an Atwoods Brook near Shag Harbour on Nova Scotia’s southernmost tip. The Killams were living on the North Shore, in the Annapolis Valley.

Born in November 1939, Margaret was a child of the Second World War. Unlike the fathers of some children, however, hers did not disappear for six years. His work as a scientist for the federal Department of Lands and Forests was declared essential, and he spent his war in Canada. But, for the Atwoods too, the war meant isolation from family. Margaret once described her mother and father as Depression refugees from Nova Scotia. At home, there had been no jobs. Now, because of wartime gas rationing, it was impossible to get back. One did not travel long distances except for official reasons. Nova Scotia, two thousand kilometres away, loomed in Margaret’s childish imagination as HOME, peopled by mythic figures who wrote letters and evoked family sagas. When the letters were read out loud at the dining-room table, the family oral history was “dished up—along with the mashed potatoes.” From the family photo albums, Margaret could give faces to these voices. They became like characters in stories—“as familiar to me,” she later wrote, “as characters in books; and since we lived in isolated places and moved a lot, they were more familiar than most of the people I actually encountered. … I was kept up on the doings of my aunts, and also my great-aunts, my uncles, my cousins, my second cousins. … I grew up in a huge extended family of invisible people.”18

The patriarch of the Killam family was Dr. Harold Edwin Killam. After getting his degree from Dalhousie Medical College in 1906, he practised for forty years in Kentville, and was also Medical Officer for the Kings County Militia Unit at Aldershot. He was well known as a fruit grower; his apple orchards were considered among the finest in the Annapolis Valley. From her mother, Margaret heard stories of how this “strict, awe-inspiring, but lovable grandfather… drove around the dirt roads in a horse and sleigh, through blizzards, delivering babies in the dead of night, or cutting off arms and legs, or stitching up gaping wounds made by objects unfamiliar to me—buzz saws, threshing machines.”19 Her mother often used the phrase “laid down the law” when referring to her own father, and Margaret would picture her grandfather, like Moses, setting down two great slabs of rock on the dining-room table. He and his wife, Ora Louise Webster, had five children: two sons, Fred and Harold, and three daughters, Margaret (Margaret’s mother, born in 1909), Joyce, and Kathleen.

Margaret’s mother was a wonderful storyteller, “a raconteur and deadly mimic,” as her daughter described her. And so the stories built of the family that lived in a large white farmhouse, with a barn and a carriage house, and a kitchen that had a pantry. Her mother remembered the days when flour came in barrels and all the baking was done at home. She heard tales of the three sisters and their doings in the valley. “I did not have a sister myself, then, and the mystique of sisterhood was potent for me,” Margaret explained.20

The ringleader and plot-planner of their escapades was Kathleen, “the brilliant one.” She would complete her Master’s degree in History at the University of Toronto in 1930 at the age of nineteen, and then, turning down her father’s offer to finance her for an advanced degree at Oxford, she married and had six children. As a child hearing her aunt’s story, Margaret wondered why Kathleen couldn’t be brilliant, have six children, and also go to Oxford.

What is compelling to me is how Margaret would embellish these narratives. How we see our childhood is what counts, since that is the mythology out of which we invent ourselves.

In 1945, when she was six and the long-awaited car trip was made to Nova Scotia, these were the people whom Margaret finally met. It came as a shock to her that these figures from her mother’s mythology were ordinary people. The family vacations in Nova Scotia left their traces in her memory. In one anecdotal account, she describes that world:


When my mother was a child, she and her family had crossed the North Mountain by horse-drawn wagon, on the way from the Annapolis Valley to the shore of the Bay of Fundy for their summer holidays, and we, too, made that trip, though by car. We stayed in my grandmother’s cottage, which was on a cliff overlooking the Bay of Fundy and a wooden harborage that jutted out into it, defense for small fishing boats against battering storm waves and the sometimes 54-foot tides that, everyone knew, were the highest and most dangerous in the world.

During our stay the cottage bulged with cousins, in whose company I did many things I would not have the nerve, energy or foolhardiness to attempt now. At high tide we swam in the harbor, immersing ourselves in the subarctic waters of the Bay of Fundy until we turned bright purple. At low tide we explored the long, slippery stretches of rocky beach, with its tidal pools and the weirs set by fishermen, vertical nets in which fish, including such rarities as skate and jellyfish, would be stranded by the quickly receding tide. We scrambled into the caves in the cliffs, hunting for amethysts and barely heeding the dire stories we’d been told of children trapped in them, cut off from rescue by the inrushing tides and swept out to sea. When we were older we sailed out into the Bay of Fundy in a boat constructed by my cousins, once narrowly avoiding wreckage by hurricane.…

After the family network in the Annapolis Valley had been thoroughly negotiated, we would drive around the coast to my father’s family, on the South Shore near Shelburne. The terrain there was different. On the coast were indented harbors instead of the smooth lines of the bay, and inland the lush contours of the valley gave way to dark coniferous forests and cranberry bogs. Between some of the rocky points were white sand beaches, on which you could stand and look south and know that there was nothing between you and South America.21



Her South Shore grandparents lived on a remote farm which hadn’t changed much since the nineteenth century. The house was lit only by kerosene lamps, cooking was done on a wood-burning range, and the water had to be hand-pumped. Everything was done by hand. Grandmother Atwood made her own butter in a wooden churn and served it in moulded shapes. She also made her own patchwork quilts, following the patterns and legends that had been passed down through the generations.

Writers have a special kind of memory. Memories are recorded as stories. Anecdotes, textures, landscapes, sensory images are laid down in the mind and can be called up decades later, when necessary. When Margaret came to write her novel Alias Grace, details of her grandmother’s house and the texture of those handmade patchwork quilts would return to her as material to use in creating Grace Marks’s mid-nineteenth-century world.

Margaret’s father, too, had apocryphal stories of his South Shore world, of “the neighbourhood witch he had known as a boy, who would never sit in a chair in which you had hidden a pin; or the man with the circular barn in which the cows’ rears all faced inward, to save work on the mucking; or the man who bought an entire barrel of mismatched buttons, because they came out cheaper per button that way.”22

For Margaret, Nova Scotia “abounded in eccentrics whose eccentricity took a practical form.” And their social style to this day remains what she calls “deadpan, ironic, skeptical, laconic,” a style that overlays “a generosity and helpfulness that will be brought out for you as a visitor when it becomes clear that you are not malevolent or a total fool.”23 There might be something after all to the argument that genetic inheritance is determinative. Many would come to describe Margaret herself exactly this way. She would follow the basic Nova Scotia moral code, which was against waste: against wasting things, of course, but also against wasting your talent or time, or human life.





2
READING FAMILIES

For most of us, parents loom, almost iconic, in certain family photographs, particularly in those taken when we were young or before we were born. Who were those romantic figures, so fresh and expectant before life and age altered them irrevocably? We have a private romance with such photographs. They are more than pictures. They are myths of the individuals who exist beyond family, slipping, protean, from our needy grasp.

In 1996, Margaret wrote a fictionalized memoir titled The Labrador Fiasco. It reads as a thinly disguised and moving tribute to her father after his death. Two photographs are mentioned. They are of a young woodsman:


Somewhere around the house there’s a picture of my father himself—at the back of a photo album, perhaps, with the snapshots that haven’t yet been stuck in. It shows him thirty years younger, on some canoe trip or other.… He’s evidently crossing a portage. He hasn’t shaved, he’s got a bandanna tied around his head because of the blackflies and mosquitoes, and he’s carrying a heavy pack, with the broad tumpline across his forehead. His hair is dark, his glistening face is deeply tanned and not what you’d call clean. He looks slightly villainous; like a pirate, or indeed, like a north-wood’s guide, the kind that might suddenly vanish in the middle of the night, along with your best rifle, just before the wolves arrive on the scene. But like someone who knows what he’s doing.…

There’s another photo of my father, perhaps from the same trip as the one with the portage; or he’s wearing the same bandanna. This time he’s grinning into the camera lens, pretending to shave himself with his axe. Two tall-tale points are being made: that his axe is as sharp as a razor, and that his bristles are so tough that only an axe could cut them. It’s highjinks, a canoe-trip joke; although secretly of course he once believed both these things.1



What makes Margaret’s story moving is that the membrane between fiction and life has thinned. Carl Atwood spent much of his life in the north woods. They were his passion and his profession. In anecdotal accounts, he is always surrounded by their paraphernalia, by the planes and spirit levels for building cabins for shelter, by the feathers for tying flies for fishing, by the stones for making arrows. In her story, the father is a man who could confront risk and transcend danger in those woods. “In extreme situations, you have to use your wits” was how her own father might have put it. But there was also his high-jinks humour, one of his most essential legacies to his daughter.

Carl Atwood was born in Clyde River, Nova Scotia, in 1906. Encouraged by his mother, he put himself through high school by correspondence course. Initially thinking of a teaching career, he went to Normal School in Truro, where he won a scholarship to Acadia University. This would have been remarkable enough for a young man from a backwoods farm in Nova Scotia, but he won a second scholarship that took him to McGill University, and then to the University of Toronto, where he got his Master’s of Science in 1933. He put himself through university by working as a junior entomologist for the federal Department of Agriculture. Each summer from 1930 to 1935, his research into bees sent him back to the Annapolis-Cornwallis Valley to investigate the pollination of apples in the region. He probably spent research hours in Dr. Killam’s apple orchard. He already knew the beautiful Margaret Killam. He had met her in the 1920s at Normal School, though one of the family stories was that, the first time he saw her, she was sliding down a banister.

From his 1933 article “Studies on the Apoidea of Western Nova Scotia…” one can imagine Carl Atwood, during those summers, scram bling among the grasses and low herbage, hunting the bees’ tiny burrows as he studied their nesting habits and sought to understand their social organization. Or dissecting them in the Experimental Station in Kentville and mounting them in glycerine or balsam.2 In 1937, he obtained his doctorate from the University of Toronto, studying longevity and reproduction in Ephestia kuhniella Zeller, a species of moth. His thesis was to prove how the current “sex-linked lethal theory” (i.e., continued inbreeding) was inadequate to explain decreasing fertility. Margaret would later say that her interest in metamorphosis might have begun with her father’s passion for moths.

When his thesis was finally published, Carl Atwood acknowledged the invaluable help of Margaret Killam in the monotonous work of record taking. It wasn’t surprising to find Margaret’s mother out on those field trips, helping him to collect data.

In the family stories, Margaret Killam figured as “physically brave, a walker of fences and barn ridgepoles,” but shy, so shy that she hid in the barn from strangers. It was her younger sister Kathleen, the ringleader, who thought up the plots and plans, all of which had to be kept from their father, the doctor, as “sins of horse-whipping proportions.” Margaret may have been the beauty of the Killam family, with pre-Raphaelite eyes, wavy hair, and sculpted cheekbones, as well as the high-bridged Roman nose her daughter would inherit, but she had brains as well.

Dr. Killam was a conventional patriarch, and though he supported her sister Kathleen in her university education he thought Margaret was “a flighty, pleasure-bent flibbertigibbet.”3 But Margaret outwitted him. At seventeen, she took a degree at the Normal School in Truro and then taught in a one-room schoolhouse. Boarding in town, she rode to school on horseback each day. It took her two years to save enough to put herself through the first year of a degree in Home Economics at Mount Allison University, in New Brunswick, where she won a scholarship to complete her degree at the University of Toronto. Soon she found a job as a dietitian at the Toronto General Hospital.

Carl and Margaret married in 1935 (she was twenty-six) in a double wedding with her sister Kathleen, and then, as her daughter would embellish it, they “set off by canoe” down the Saint John River to begin their nomadic life. They had had to wait so long to get married because it was the depths of the Depression and they had no money. Margaret used to divide the meagre family paycheque into four envelopes: rent, food, other bills, and ten cents for entertainment. Their son, Harold, named after his grandfather, was born in February 1937. Margaret Eleanor, named after her mother and called Peggy in the family to avoid confusion, arrived two and a half years later. Their second daughter, Ruth, was born in 1951.

Shortly after Harold was born, Carl Atwood took a full-time job in Ottawa with the federal Department of Lands and Forests. Forests were seen as a resource vital to the war effort, since, among other things, healthy trees were needed in the shipbuilding industry, and so he spent the Second World War conducting research, primarily in northwestern Quebec.

The rhythm of Margaret’s early childhood was dictated by her father’s profession, researching tree-eating insects. The family lived in two worlds, the city world of her Ottawa childhood, which was mostly just a winter landscape of cold and snow, and the world of the remote bush, where they often spent stretches of the spring, summer, and fall while her father pursued his work.

Although it was Canada’s capital, Ottawa, in the early forties, was still a small provincial city dedicated to the production of lumber. Margaret’s earliest memories, as she sought to recover them, were of the smell of sawdust from freshly cut trees.

For the adults, the war meant deprivations as the economy was redirected to military necessities. Housing, which hadn’t recovered from the Depression, was often substandard. Gas was rationed; by 1943, those who owned cars were allowed 120 gallons per year. Travel by bus was limited to round trips of fifty miles. There were government restrictions on movement: people were forbidden to relocate from, say, Vancouver to Toronto without proving that their reason for moving had to do with the war. Food items like sugar, butter, coffee, tea, and meat were also rationed.

But, for a young child, the only indication of war in Ottawa was the occasional blaring of the air-raid siren. And the anxiety of the adults as they listened to the news on the radio.

The Atwoods lived on Belmont Avenue and, then, when Margaret was two, at 1 Patterson Avenue, a lovely tree-lined street in the Glebe district of Ottawa. Their second-floor apartment was in a duplex just on the edge of the Rideau Canal. For Margaret, Ottawa would have been a city of snowdrifts so high children built tunnels through them. These were not exactly safe—they did collapse and sometimes a child was smothered—but, as every Canadian child knows, there was something uncanny about crawling into those white wombs, for inside they were very warm. And there was the canal—frozen, in her childhood memory—where she went to skate. Children in those days were muffled in snowsuits that looked like inflated tires. To skate, they strapped two-bladed runners onto their boots.

But the real centre of Margaret’s childhood was those springs, summers, and autumns in the bush. In a compelling article titled “True North,” written years later, Margaret returned to that landscape. “For me, the north used to be completely in force by the Trout Creek planing mill. Those stacks of fresh-cut lumber were the true gateway to the north, and north of that was North Bay, which used to be, to be blunt, a bit of an armpit. It was beef-sandwich-on-white-bread-with-gravy-and-canned-peas country.”4 Tourism in those days was perfunctory. One might see caged animals—a scraggly bear, raccoon, deer, or even a skunk—displayed as a curiosity at roadside gas stations. Kids would stick hot dogs or Popsicle sticks through the bars while their parents filled their tanks. Margaret remembered a fox gone mad, pacing the figure eight in manic frenzy, in one of those roadside cages. Past North Bay there was nothing but miles and miles of trees, until you hit the Quebec border at the Ottawa River.

“There, across the border in Québec, in Témiskaming, is an image straight from my childhood: a huge mountain of sawdust. I always wanted to slide down this sawdust mountain until I finally did, and discovered it was not like sand, dry and slippery, but damp and sticky and hard to get out of your clothes. This was my first lesson in the nature of illusion.”5 In this one-industry town, Margaret would have seen the Quebec bûcherons, heading into the bush with horse-drawn sledges to set up the lumber camp, and later sliding their logs across the ice for the spring run on the river.

“Sometimes we went the other way, across to Sudbury, the trees getting smaller and smaller and finally disappearing as you approached. Sudbury was another magic place of my childhood. It was like interplanetary travel, which we liked to imagine, which was still just imagination in those days. With its heaps of slag and its barren shoulders of stone, it looked like the moon.”6

Dr. Carl Atwood set out most springs for his research station in northern Quebec, and the family would pack up their life in boxes and suitcases piled in the back of the car and go with him. A conventional mother might have stayed in the city, where there were hospitals, and friends, and perhaps even the tea parties that went with the government job. But Margaret’s mother was not conventional. Margaret’s parents were nomads who improvised their dwellings, and indeed their lives; both, according to Carl Atwood, liked being as far away from civilization as possible.7

There is never a suggestion that Mrs. Atwood wanted it otherwise. Margaret believed her mother had found the world she wanted. And why? Because she had slipped the noose of the staid world of starched propriety and antimacassars that her Nova Scotia childhood would have dictated for the doctor’s daughter. In Margaret’s mind, her mother had guts, a straightforward vision that was empowering. Looking back, she would call her mother a tomboy. “Mother loved the physical, unconstrained life in the bush. Cooking was hard work because it involved the endless chopping and getting of wood, fetching water and lighting the woodstove, all of which were time-consuming.”8 Forty years later, when Margaret wrote Alias Grace, she identified the most autobiographical moment in that murder mystery. It was when the character did the laundry. “When I lived in the north of Canada the laundry was done in washtubs, with water heated on a wood stove, and when I was Grace’s age, much of it was done by me. Grace’s pleasure when she has a line of clean white washing flapping in the breeze comes straight from the heart.”9

Life in the bush, from Margaret’s cumulative descriptions, was remarkably orderly. The family would live in tents while Carl Atwood built a small, just serviceable cabin; once he had them ensconced, he would start work on a bigger cabin. This process would be repeated casually when he moved to a new location. Margaret said, cryptically, “My father liked to chop wood.”10 Between 1936 and 1948, she explained, her parents moved twenty times: to the woods in the early spring and back to the city in the late fall. As the car approached a chunk of pink granite sticking out of the ground, surrounded by tall black spruce, her parents would shout: “We’re almost home now.”11 Home was provisional. It was wherever they landed. In her memory, childhood included the tar smell of heavy canvas tents and the smoke from campfires, or the rancid smell of fish in the bottom of the boat, where she sat as her parents rowed. And there was the eternal taste of Klim, the powdered milk of those years.

The landscape of childhood provides the foundation layer of our psyche. Margaret’s landscape was the north woods. For a young child there would have been terror in the bush, and Margaret acquired a healthy sense of terror—of lightning, bears, forest fires, even rivers. And yet, it was also home, with adults moving adeptly through its labyrinth. For it had its own potent magic. The northern woods, for anyone who has spent time in them, seem alive, almost like an animistic presence. At your back, they seem to sit like the unconscious mind—something is always watching. This, too, would layer Margaret’s psyche. She would say, looking back:


I’m most at home in an airplane, a thousand feet up, skimming over the taiga at one remove. Lake, lake, lake, swamp, sprinkle of low hills, twist of river; ice creeping out from the shores. It has to be big, though; rocky, sparse, a place you could find yourself lost in easy as pie, and walk around in circles and die of exposure.… Out the window, way down there: desolation, instant panic. With a view like that you can feel comfortable.12



And it delighted her that she had the right name for such a landscape. Atwood comes from “Atter wode,” and means “pearl of the woods.” “It’s an English name,” she would say with pleasure, “quite old, probably fourteenth century or earlier.”13 One also thinks of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Pearl, that sprite of the forest, who may not be that far removed from the child Margaret once was.

Life in the woods had its own regularity. During the day Dr. Atwood would set out by motorboat for work at the research station where he studied his insects. Sometimes there would be field trips when he would be gone for several days and, occasionally, even longer trips. In her story “Hurricane Hazel,” Margaret fictionalizes those memories from a child’s perspective:


All the time we were going through our daily routine …he was flying in bush planes into valleys with sides so steep the pilot had to cut the engine to get down into them, or trudging over portages past great rocky outcrops, or almost getting upset in rapids. For two weeks he was trapped by a forest fire which encircled him on all sides and was saved only by torrential rains, during which he sat in his tent and toasted his extra socks at the fire, like weiners, to get them dry. These were the kinds of stories we heard after he came back.14



During these excursions to remote regions when he was working and the family couldn’t follow, his wife held the fort. She must have felt anxious at times, without telephone, electricity, or running water—or easy access in emergencies to hospitals or help of any kind. The only dire emergency her daughter publicly recorded occurred when Margaret was six and they were living in a cabin north of Lake Superior. Margaret’s brother, Harold, also remembered that incident.

Their father had bought land on the St. Mary River, outside Sault Ste. Marie. As his son remembered it, “Father single-handedly built a road in, including a bridge over a swamp that was in the way, and constructed a cabin in two weeks. He had to go off on a research trip. We were parked out in the cabin, and our food supply was in a nearby tent. Mother heard something outside. She looked out the window and a bear was sneaking up to the cabin. The door had only a string and a nail to hold it shut.” Mrs. Atwood yelled “Scat” and the bear fled, but not before devastating the food supply. In Harold’s memory, his mother had sent him and his sister down to the beach to attract the attention of passers-by who could get word to the research station that they needed food.15 In Margaret’s, her mother sent them to scavenge the woods for anything salvageable, and managed to round up enough potatoes for breakfast. They had sat down calmly to eat. The bear returned and her mother ran at it, yelling “Scat.” The bear fled. “If my mother had had a rifle handy,” Margaret remarked, “she probably would have shot the bear. She wasn’t a bad shot.”16

Both Harold and Margaret remember those occasions when they were taken out of school early in the spring, or would be returned late in the fall, and Mrs. Atwood gave them their lessons. No one seemed to object to this. In those days there were no theories about the child’s need to be with a “peer group” or about the value of “socialization.” And, in any case, Mrs. Atwood had taught school in Nova Scotia. Margaret believed this method of learning was excellent training; it gave her “self-regulation.” She would do the work she had to in order to be free to do what she wanted: draw and paint. More important, Margaret thought, she escaped that peer pressure on girls “to be dumb,” as she put it—the idea that it wasn’t chic to be intelligent.17

Her father taught them informally as well. A walk in the woods with him whistling Beethoven, wearing the hat he always wore to keep falling insects off his head, would be a lesson in nature lore. “We learned by
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