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MlhRA COOK: Did MA thesis on stories of Isaac Bashevis Singer. 

South African-born Meira Cook_' -----". f/ Loneliness led to writing career 
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By SUZY WALDMAN 
."~J W"<·· cira Cook sits P* fA ; Ttl A across the table at 

~ ~ .... ::: ~.~.~ 
J .. t' AL Heaven's Art and 
Book Cafe crumbling pea
nut shells to bits, remnants 
of the snacks she keeps on 
her for squirrels she runs 
into. She is one of the Winni
peg writing community's an
gels, but she is nervous with 
interviews or any other 
fonn of direct attention on 
herself. 

So we begin speaking 
about her writing. Cook is 
most notably a poet, with a 
book out entitled A Fine 
Grammar of BOlles, as well 
as a small chapbook (Sec 
related story on page 10. 
"Poem features 'Jewish 
mother'''). She says that she 
is now, however, turning to
wards prose. 

"I have always had diffi
culty with narrative, figur
ing out how to get people 

B'nai Brith Jewish community camp 
located on beautiful Lake of the Woods, Kenora, ontario 

invites campers 8-16 years of age 

"to experience the wonders 0/ summer tun'" 
Taste of BB (8 & 9 yrs.) July 18 - 23 

Two Weeks in July (9-12 yrs_) July 9 - 23 

Second Session (9-13 yrs_) July 29 - Aug. 19 

Abirut (14 yrs_) 

Advanced Camp (15 yrs.) 

L.T.P. (16 yrs_) 

Family Weekend 

July 29 - Aug. 19 

July 28 - Aug_ 23 

July 7 - Aug_ 1.9 

June 21 - 23 

few female spots 
remaining 

sold out 

DON'T BE DISAPPOINTED!!! REGISTER TODAY!!!, .. 

Fqr, further infprmatiQI) or to registe·r, please contact the Camp Office at 947-0601 

• 

from one room into another, 
that sort of thing. Poetry was 
my solution for avoiding it. 
Now I'm finding narrative is 
more of a challenge than 
poems. I've started to write 
long stories - before, the long
est I could write was three 
pages." 

"A solution for me is to 
rewrite a story that is already 
written, usc an existent mUTa

tive as sort of a hanger for me 
to hang clothes on. Right now 
I'm working with one of 
Freud's case histories: the 
story of Dora. It's intimately 
plotted, and what I have to do 
is find a narrative voice and a 
character to express it." 

She respohds with an in
sistent negative to the ques
tion as to whether she would 
ever write the story of her 
coming to Canada, which 
many would find compelling 
and even exotic. 

A South African native, 
and a Jew whose parents 
came from Eastern Europe, 

she describes her migration 
pattern with her finger in the 
air, as a letter "V". 

"Our family was tradi
tional, but not religious. I did 
my MA thesis on the stories 
of Isaac BashevisSinger, but 
from a psychoanalytical per
spective. I was reading them 
as cultural artifacts: What 
was the place of the Jew in 
his stories?" 

She came to Manitoba 10 
years ago as a very young 
woman, and settled in the 
small Interlake town of 
Ashern. Somcwhat stranded 
in the Prairie wilderness, she 
began her significant attempt 
at poctry. 

ISOLATED AND 
LONELY 

"I was very isolated and 
lonely, and I wrote as a way 
out of that loneliness. I was 
unselfconscious as a writer; 
I d idn' t make a premeditated 
decision." 
(Cont. on page II. Sec 
"Meira Cook" .) 

Poemfeatures "Jewish mother" 
One poem in A Fine Grammar of Bones draws ncar to 

Mcira Cook's Jewish background, although she denies that 
in it she was trying to make any particular point about her 
tradition. (Sec related profile of Mcira Cook above.) Enti
tled "My mother's heart My mother's bitter heart", the poem 
begins with a dream in which "I am a heart/surgeon perfornl
ing an openheart surgery on my mother n%ne else can save 
her" . 

The nan-ator recalls a Yiddish song, "A breevele Der 
Maman" as she holds the mother's heart in her hands. The 
song, a mother's weepy message about a daughter departing 
abroad, leads into a recounting of an incident in which a 
mother interferes in a daughter's meal preparations for her 
suitor: 

"listen, my mother said on the phone, listen I should drop 
dead 

"for interfering but a man likes to cat it's not enough this 
"fancyshmancy food that looks like it's been painted onto 

the 
plate." 
The mother obligingly prepares "stuffed denna". But the 

main course the daughter ends up serving after an unfortu
nate accident - "an old lady and altaxidriver Corner fifth and 
main stuffed denna everywhere" - is her mother's rich, 
carnal, but "bitter" heart. -

Asked if the poem had any personal basis, Cook says that 
the materials for the poem arc in her experience, but that she 
isn't in particular trying to express something about that 
experience. "It's completely invented - it came out of a 
writing exercise." 

She recalls that the image of the heart surgery dream led 
to the rest of the poem. "I wanted to write about a heart which 
was not just a metaphor, but a real thing." 

Cook has a new book of poetry coming out in the fall. 
- SUZY WALDMAN 

Meira Cook 
(Cont. from page 10.) 

Over the course of once
a-week voyages to Winni
peg, she found a hospitable 
community for herself in the 
post-modern halls of St. 
John's College. 

"When I met other writ
ers, I became much more self
conscious about writing. I 
find language very sensual, 
and read for language, not 
for plot, event, character. I'm 
enjoying writers like Mar
guerite Duras, Angela C:uter, 
Lawrence Durrell." 

Cook reflects that it might 
be her background in South 
Africa which prevents her 
from focusing on her own life. 

"I am incapable of seeing 
my life as a drama - I'm too 
deeply in it. Perhaps I have 
an intense sense of privacy. 
Or perhaps I find my life is 
not that interesting. 

"I ALWAYS FELT 
THERE WERE 

STORIES, BUT THAT 
THEY WEREN'T MINE 

TO TELL" 
"I always felt that there 

were stories, but that they 
weren't mine to tell, even as 
a witness. To set myself up 
as a storyteller with a dis
tinctive voice would feel ar
rogant and presumptuous. 

"Once a friend here asked 
me to come to a rally. I was 
embarrassed to tell her that 
the last time I was at a rally, 
I was teargassed. I'm not the 
right one to talk about it. The 
black girl next to me was 
beaten up." 

She does, however, ind i
cate the extent that growing 
up in South Africa offered a 
tremendous strain, to an ex
tent that she could not even 
sec until she left. 

"I was standing in a sta
tion in Toronto, and noticed 
suddenly that I was very un
easy. I realized I was stand
ing next to a garbage bag, 
which one docs not do in 
South Africa. 

''I'm used to sitting with 
my back to the wall. It's not 
a particularly racial paranoia. 
Walking through the streets 
is simply fear-inducing. At 
night you're taught to drive 
right on through red traffic 
lights." 

About South Africa, she is 
hopeful and pessimistic. 

"Everything changes and 
everything stays the same. 
People in the streets do seem 
less aggressive, less antago
nistic. But the lifestyles of 
working class black men 
haven't changed. There's 
still the huge township out
side of South Africa where 
people live in squalor." 

"When you're always liv
ing in violence you live in 
the moment, you elon 't espe
cially think of I ife in terms of 
war and not war." 

In this, she sees similari
ties to the present conditions 
in Israel. "When Rabin was 
killed, I was very upset. I felt 

Growing 
South 

up in 
Africa 

offered a 
tremendous 
strain, to an 
extent that she 
could not even see 
until she left. 

in my house?' 

"I would like to understand 
for myself the relationship 
between religious and politi
cal fascism. Why is it t~atthe 
people who are assassinated 
arc always involved in a 
peace process? I guess those 
people who arc peaceloving 
cannot bring themselves to 
kill dictators. Butpcoplewho 
oppose peace arc aggres-. " sive. 

Adam Levene returning as 
Winnipeg Beach Day Camp director 

Winnipeg Beach Day Camp is pleased to announce 
that it has begun planning for the 1996 camp season. It 
is our pleasure to announce that Adam Levene is 
returning to the camp as director. Adam has been 
assistant director for the last four years and is looking 
forward to another great camp season. 

Highlights of the 1996 camp season will include 
special events such as Skit Day, Create-A-Nation, 
Mini-Olympics, Water Days, and Penny Carnival. 'I1lese 
special events will be combined with our regular pro
gram which includes art instruction, swimming, and 
canoeing. We arc also hoping to add dance, tennis. 
elrama instruction, and an overnight to our program this 
year. All children from ages 3-11 are encouraged to 
corne join in the fun. 

Camp will n1l1 from July 2-August 9, Monday to 
Friday (with the exception of statutory holidays), 10:00-
12:00 and I :00-3:00 with one fullday program (10:00-
3:(0) a week. Kindercamp will run mornings for those 
who are three years old by camp start and ready for the 
experience. 

In addition, this year, Winnipeg Beach Day Camp is 
pleased to announce the fonnation of a special "Ad
vance Camp" for children who arc II years old. This 
group will be involved in many special outings and 
activities throughout the camp season. 

Watch for our ad and article in the March camp issue 
of Lifestyles for further infonnation. 

We look forward to seeing you for another exciting 
and wann camp season. 

Winnipeg Beach Day camp Inc. 
is pleased to announce that we are now accepting applications for the 
following positions: 

Assistant Director - Must be 17 years of age or older and have 
extensive experience working with children in a camp environment and 
camp programming experience_ 
swim/Kindercamp Director - Must be 18 years of age or older, possess 
a Bronze Cross and R.R.L.C. Certification, and have experience working 
with young children. 
Art Director - Must have experience in planning and supervising camp 
arts and crafts and be 17 years of age or older. 

camp will be running from July 2nd - August 9th 

All applicants will be required to be available for training and planning in 
May and June and have their own accommodations in the Interlake area. 

Please send resumes in confidence to: 

Adam Levene 
98 Colchester Bay 
Winnipeg, MB 
R3P 1W5 

Deadline lor all applications is March 5, 1996. 

Massad kicks off 
IICourt & Sport II fundraiser 

Last year Camp Massad needed to raise money to 
purchase new beels and mattresses. The result was the 
"Bcd & Breakfast" fundraiser. In return for donations 
towards the project, contributors received a breakfast 
basket dclivered to their door. 

l1lis year, Massad must repave its basketball court; 
so the "Court & Sport" fundraiser was conceived. This 
time, those who make a minimulll donation will have a 
"sports pack" of athletic tsatskes and Winnipeg Cy
clone tickets delivered to their hOllies. 

Membersofthe Jewish community will be contacted 
by telephone on February 25 and March 3. Anyone who 
is not contacted but wishes to participate is urged tocall 
Camp Administrator Linda Bloomfield at the camp 
ofTice. 

In other Massad news, registration continues for all 
1996 programs. Some age groups arc fill ing up quickly. 
Families arc urged to register without delay. 

The summer of' '96 will also mark the occasion of'the 
third bar or bat mitzvah to be held 011 the campsite. 
Dedicated camper and second generation Massadnik 
Scan Udow will celebrate his bar mitzvah at he camp in 
early July. Scan's parents Ira Udow and Marcie Knight 
were campers and counsellors at Massad and have 
remained loyal to the camp through the years. 

Finally. registration has begun for the third annual 
Mishpachon (Family Weekend), to be held at the camp
site June 21-23. All parents, children and campers of all 
ages arc welcome. For further infonnation about any 
program, families arc encouraged to call the camp 
office. 

Camp Massad 
announces the 

c.- Funds raised will be 
used to pave the camp 
basketball court. 

c.- Donors will have a 
special "sports pack" 
delivered to their doors. 

(.- Phone-a-thons 
will be held 
Feb. 2S & March J. 

(.- For information, 
call 943-2815. 

If you're looking to meet new friends, come to Israel. There 
are over 615,000 Israeli teens, plus thousands more who come 
here from all over the world each summer - and they all 
want to say 'shalom!' 

So explore some ruins. 
Discover your heritage. 

·1-800-567 -ISRAEL 
And party all summer long. Whatever you want to do, there's 
a Teen Israel Experience that can help you do it. 
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Call toll-free or check out the Teen Israel Web site at , 
http://www.teenisrael.org. 
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