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Introduction

At the Cottage, the work that this book attempts to update, was published in 1989. Cottages were not exactly new then; what was new was that anyone would consider them worth writing about.

The cottage, whether it was called a cottage or a camp or a cabin or a summer place, was pretty much taken for granted by Canadians. Some people had them and some people didn’t. The people who had them thought about them in a practical way – did the dock need fixing, did the mice get in over the winter, were the taxes going up, how bad did the outhouse smell? The people who didn’t have cottages didn’t think about them all that much; they were places other people went because they inherited them from their grandfathers.

A lot has changed in seventeen years. The cottage has become an industry, something the expression “cottage industry” was never meant to describe. It has become myth. It has become a focus for nationalistic sentimentality, one of the things that “define us,” as the chattering classes like to say.

The cottage has become real estate. It has become an environmental battleground. It has become other kinds of battleground as well, a battle between those who love peace and quiet and canoes, and those who love excitement and power tools and personal watercraft.

In 1989 there wasn’t even a generic name for those things that buzzed around in the water. We called them Jet Skis or Sea-Doos or whatever. Then they multiplied, the way obnoxious machines do, until there were so many of them that it was necessary to invent a name for them, other than “those naughty things.” Now they are personal watercraft, and calling them that, dull as it sounds, didn’t seem to stop the spread of them. There are more than ever, although some say the new ones are quieter.

Many of the changes to the cottage simply reflect the changes in society. Cellphones are everywhere in the real world and they are everywhere in cottage country. That means people, particularly teenagers, are less isolated from each other. It also means that people who get lost on the way can call and say they are lost.

In 1989 there was no such thing as email, at least not as far as the vast majority of us were concerned. Now, if we choose to and have the right hookup, we can check it before smelling the outhouse. In fact, we can use the Internet to research the outhouse smell. We can do that for hours, in fact, to stall off doing anything about it.

There didn’t use to be same-sex marriage. Well, there was, but it wasn’t called that and society as a whole didn’t think about it. Now same-sex couples are doing what opposite-sex couples do: they are looking for cottages. Perhaps they are buying all the requisite gear to engage in competitive bird-watching, something that has emerged in recent years too.

In society as a whole, people are getting older. Consequently, they want more comforts and fewer inconveniences. They want more of the labour-saving devices that are available in the city. And they want more golf courses. We are seeing that in cottage country. Soon we may see a boom in labour-saving golf courses.

At one and the same time, the cottage has become romanticized and it has become commercialized. The two feed on each other. The more love we focus on the cottage, either as a concept or a physical place, the more we want to spend on it. And the larger the idea of the cottage looms in our national sentiment, the more desirable it becomes as a piece of real estate, a setting for the latest in decor and gadgetry and barbecue recipes.

Hey, we live in a capitalist society. That’s what happens. Which isn’t to say that we can’t wait to get there around the twenty-fourth of May.


Part 1

The Cottage: A Progress Report
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Getting There Is One-Quarter the Fun

So let’s get going, shall we, down the old familiar road. Pack up the old jalopy and hit the highway. However, let’s suppose, for the sake of argument, that we haven’t been down that road for a few years. If we haven’t, we might find things a bit different.

For a start, the old jalopy is a lot bigger, a van sort of thing, not much fun to drive, but it has to be that big because we are putting more things into it. There are golf clubs now, and wet-suits and CD players and laptop computers and various types of electronic gear. There are cases of bottled water, something we didn’t think about years ago. Why would we?

There seems to be a greater variety of food and wine in the van, maybe because there is more storage space for it. And ingredients: you’ve never seen so many ingredients in one place. The thing about the van is you just throw in all this stuff, not bothering with things like suitcases. Remember suitcases? Without suitcases, you notice the clothes – a lot more of them, hiking gear and workout gear and fishing gear and jackets that breathe and shirts that dry fast and boots for this and that.

Fortunately, there’s still room for the dog, but the dog has gear too.

Anyway, it’s good to have the van packed and ready to go, particularly after the long argument about when to do it. There are lots of places where such a discussion doesn’t happen – such as in a small town where the cottage is just down the road a bit – but around the big cities, getting to the cottage demands Strategy. We don’t just pack the vehicle and go. No, we Plan.

Is three o’clock early enough to beat the traffic? No. And two isn’t either? Can you get off work at eleven in the morning? Maybe that will beat the traffic? Can’t do it? Well, maybe we should wait until tonight. Say nine o’clock. Then all the traffic will be over. But then again, maybe everybody’s thinking that. So here’s an idea. Why don’t we leave right in the middle of rush hour. Nobody will be thinking of that. It’s so crazy it might just work.

But it doesn’t, of course. Rush hour is always rush hour. Except that these days a lot of hours that aren’t supposed to be rush are.

What about phoning in sick and leaving on Thursday? Actually, what about going to the cottage on Tuesday and coming back on Friday, against the traffic, and staying in the city on the weekend?

You know someone is in fact doing that, because cottage commuters think of everything. They have tried everything and nothing works, except by total fluke: some days there’s nothing on the road and you have clear sailing, and you have no idea why. The next week you leave at the same time and it’s hell on wheels.

Off we go, whenever it is, the strategizing continuing, driving crosstown instead of uptown, because everybody else will be driving uptown instead of crosstown, except that we forgot about the construction at the bridge, as did several hundred other drivers, and there we are, stuck, with hours to go before we get there, with excited children in the van and an excited dog, and we’re not even out of the city yet. We’re not even within shouting distance of being out of the city yet.

With regard to shouting, perhaps one of us is making the mistake of reminding another one of us about saying a few hours ago that we should have left earlier, or later, or yesterday, or tomorrow.

In our minds, though, we’re still convinced it’s worth it. Once we get on the highway and into the country, the old joy of driving to the cottage will return.

The highway, which we finally reach an hour or so later, is not the delightful country road we remember, with barns and cows, and clouds floating lazily in the blue sky. Now it’s four lanes of apparently crazed idiots, going too slow and then going too fast, passing when they shouldn’t, clenching their teeth, unless they are talking on the phone. It is hard to believe that all of these people share with us a simple yearning for a few days of peace and quiet under blue skies beside the water. When they get their old clothes on and a beer in their hand, they’ll be just as calm as we would like to be right now.

We remember how it was fifteen years ago, when all we wanted was for that slow and crowded two-lane road to become four lanes so that we could get there faster. Now it’s four lanes and it’s just as slow and just as crowded and we can’t wait until it ends and becomes two lanes again.

At least the kids aren’t complaining about not being there yet. Now they’re complaining because the movie they’re watching on the back-seat DVD player is over and we haven’t brought another one. We thought one would do it, and to tell the truth, we weren’t happy even to bring that one. The kids, we explained quietly last night after they were in bed, should experience the scenery. They should experience the joy we once did of the trip to the cottage – watching for the first farms to appear, then the first big rocks, then that little lake on the left, the first of the lakes, then the halfway hamburger stop, then turning south onto the winding road, then the big tree after the red mailbox, then the dirt road, then … and then we’d be there!

Kids are different, it was explained to us. They want to watch movies. They know all about scenery. Scenery holds no mystery for them. They see it on the Internet. It’s worth having a DVD player in the car to keep them happy, so they won’t be all out of sorts when we get there.

On the highway, we watch the scenery and notice that where the first farms were are now shopping malls, a huge building at the side of the road with thirty-seven movie screens in it, beside which are four chain restaurants. The first big rocks are what used to be the second big rocks, the first having been removed to make way for two more lanes. The halfway hamburger joint is there, but closed and empty, and across the road from it is another chain restaurant, which the children urge us to stop at. We do, because we need to get gas anyway, the way this thing guzzles it, but we can’t have that halfway hamburger because of the cholesterol. Instead of a halfway hamburger we have a halfway soy something.

At least we’re halfway and the kids and the dog are holding up reasonably well. And eventually – not soon, but eventually – the traffic does thin out and the first little lake appears on the left. Wait a minute: wasn’t the first little lake supposed to be before the halfway hamburger joint? Well, anyway, there it is, and nice to see it, although it seems to have houses all around it.

And here’s the winding road. Kids, look – the winding road. THE WINDING ROAD! They seem to have straightened it out a little. The big tree must be along here somewhere. There’s the red mailbox. That one over there, the blue one. And just around the corner should be … the … big … … stump.

Oh well. Here’s the dirt road. Look, they’ve paved it. Any minute now we’ll be there. Look, the Smiths have put up a No Trespassing sign. And was the Johnson place always called Chez Johnson?

Anyway, here we are. Everything else along the way was different, but here it’s the same. The roof is sagging, there’s a hornet’s nest hanging from it, that tree looks like it might be dead, and watch out for the second step. Let’s get the stuff in from the car. Nice to be here, isn’t it? It was all worth it.


One Triumph after Another

Let’s not forget why we loved the cottage in the first place. Let’s not forget why we still go there, despite everything. Let’s not forget what endures.

What endures is the outdoors, and being close to it. The pines still smell sweet, even on the most polluted of days. Some of us are closer to the outdoors than others. We sleep in tents or in drafty, unheated cabins with windows that never shut right. We know where on the floor to put the buckets when it rains. Others live in comfort, with double-glazed windows, heat when needed, and screened-in spaces for pre-dinner cocktails. But even for those people, the wild is still there. There is still weather. There is still fierce rain and thunderstorms and an actual fear that lightning could hit that big tree over there, which would then fall on the dock, crushing all the stuff that we should have picked up when it started raining.

The wild also includes the mice and the raccoons and even the bears and that large bird that everybody says is so rare but it won’t shut up at six in the morning. Nature does not discriminate between rich cottager and poor cottager. The water is as cold for everybody.

But even that can be a blessing – that first leap in, and leap out, providing an opportunity for bragging rights, a chance, if you’re small enough, or ancient enough, to be fussed over for a few precious minutes. It also provides an opportunity to enter into the lore, the discussion that comes up every year about how early or late it was when somebody jumped into the water, and who was that anyway?

The lore endures, in a way that it doesn’t in town. How many accomplishments of this magnitude exist in the city? When was the last time anyone did anything legendary? You found a parking spot. You changed a fuse. More likely, you called a guy to come fix something, and it turned out all that was needed was to change a fuse. He looked at you like you were useless, which you were.

Whereas, at the cottage, your life is one triumph after another: jumping into cold water, retrieving a floating hat, diving to the bottom to save a sunken bar of soap, clearing a big branch off a path, chasing a bat out of the living room. And that’s only the grown-ups. The children triumph several times before lunch. For them, life at the cottage is a parade of firsts. And each of these goes into the oral history of the place.

What endures is the way the kids react to being there. Their life may be an endless series of lessons and supervised activity at the club, or it may be aimless days of wandering in the woods and loafing at the beach. Either way, it’s different from what they have the rest of the year and it makes them different people: more alive, more enthusiastic, more likely to communicate with their parents, more likely to sleep at night. In short, happy to be there.

It is their cottage memories, developed over just a few years, that create the culture and traditions of the place: the stops that must be made on the way there, the things that have to be done on first arrival, the meal that always has to be eaten on Friday night, the selection of the favourite tree, this year’s demonstration of new accomplishments, such as jumping off the dock backwards.

In later years, as has always happened and probably always will, the kids as adults will try to pass these notions on to their children, who will be at first skeptical and then completely accepting and then dictatorial in forcing their parents to adhere to traditions that may be only a few months old.

How can you not love a place that has such an effect on children?

Scientists agree: The cottage is not the city

Not to mention you. No matter what has happened around you in seventeen years, no matter who has bought the place across the lake and put a wind turbine on it, your place still has the old effect on you. It slows down your heartbeat, stops you from walking and talking so fast, allows you to put your feet up and read a book. And that, to apply a sophisticated scientific analysis, is because the cottage is not the city.

It cuts a bit into the romanticizing that has grown up around the cottage in recent years, but one of the largest attractions of the cottage is not what it is, but what it isn’t. The cottage isn’t the city. It isn’t a noisy, smelly place covered in pavement.

The cottage isn’t that constant background noise you notice only on the first night when you return home. Even at two in the morning you hear it, the noise of constant traffic in the near distance, a noise you realize now has been completely absent from your life in the past few weeks.

The cottage isn’t your cubicle, with the telephone always ringing and the email notification making that annoying little pinging noise. It isn’t your backyard, with the neighbour’s leaf blower in full operation. It isn’t the traffic on the way home from work, where slow learners grapple with the apparently unsolvable problem of how to merge three lanes into two without everybody coming to a complete stop.

The cottage isn’t a television set blaring. It isn’t music nobody listens to in malls and restaurants and airports. It isn’t your kids playing video games instead of making conversation. It isn’t no seat on the bus, no clerks in the store, no parking on the street between seven at night and seven in the morning, no parking on the street between seven in the morning and seven at night, no relief from the cheery voice that asks if this is Mr. or Mrs. Gordon and how are you today.

You would go anywhere to avoid all of that, and if you’re lucky, you can. And if that anywhere has outdoor plumbing and mosquitoes and it gets cold at night and the nearest store is too far away and they don’t have the newspaper anyway and it’s hard to find a deck that has all fifty-two cards in it, plus jokers, and you might have read that book already last summer – well, at least it’s not the city. All by itself, that’s good.

The cottage can be full of anxiety for some people. They want it to be perfect, or at least as perfect as the one they were at last weekend, where the big party was. They worry about the zoning of that property across the lake. They don’t like that sound the boat makes. They are alarmed about the mosquitoes, about acid rain, tent caterpillars, zebra mussels, and property taxes. They want their kids to have learning opportunities instead of lying around reading Harry Potter.

People like that shouldn’t have cottages if they can’t leave their anxiety behind. They should remain forever in the city, stay late at the office and check their BlackBerrys for messages in the odd moments filed under “Leisure” in their daily calendars. They wouldn’t know what to do with a cottage, although they sorely need one. In August they could taste real blackberries.

For the rest of us, those cottage woes are manageable and, in the best cases, ignorable. They go with the territory. We learn to fix what really needs to be fixed, buy what really needs to be bought. We learn to adapt to a different pace and adapt to how the kids have adapted to a different pace, even if that means lying around inside on a perfectly nice day. We find it easy not to keep up with the Joneses. The Joneses aren’t next door, after all; they’re miles across the lake, and so what if their boat is bigger. It uses more gas and you can’t see it from here anyway.

We learn, in fact, that our way is the best way, the way things have always been done, the way our grandparents did it, if we are lucky enough to have had grandparents who owned the place. So why would we want to have what the Joneses have? They don’t have what we have. They don’t have the crooked tree and the marshmallows on Wednesday nights and the around-the-island race in the dark.

It takes only a single summer to indoctrinate a new generation in these cottage ways, only a single summer to create an awareness that no summer property is complete without a crooked tree and all summers must have an around-the-island race in the dark. In a way that the city cannot manage, the cottage creates family tradition and family history. The traditions and the history endure, despite everything, despite the onrush of what passes for civilization and the dubious progress it brings.

That’s why we loved the cottage in the first place. That’s why we still do.


Here Comes the City

That having been said, there is no escaping the fact that the city is getting closer all the time. Even when it is several hundred kilometres away, it approaches, encroaches, makes its presence felt. Although many cottagers resent it, the fact is that we have brought the city with us, sometimes unwittingly, the way a boat from afar brings zebra mussels into a hitherto unspoiled lake.

At other times, the act of bringing the city is quite witting. We want what the city offers, we want it at the cottage, and we haven’t yet realized that having the city at the cottage means we don’t quite have the cottage anymore.

It is useful to think of cottage country as a kind of Third World tourist attraction – Bali, say. Unspoiled, it attracted thousands, then millions, drawn to its unspoiledness. They wanted to see beautiful sunsets and starlit night skies. They wanted to breathe clean air. They wanted to meet people who still retained the openness of an uncorrupted life.

So they came and they brought their cameras and their dollars and their enthusiasm for the way things were still done. But soon it became clear that taking pictures and meeting the inhabitants would not be enough. There had to be nice places to stay and there had to be good food to eat and, if it wasn’t too much trouble, that food had to be a lot like food at home. There had to be air conditioning if
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