
anne cameron 

to be a writer: write! 
Anne Cameron 's career has been studded with break
throughs, awards and acclaim. But the plot of this 
success story has not always run smoothly. Anne 
talks about what it takes to face success alone and 
1110st o f a ll , what it takes to continue writing. 

by Ji m Erickson 
Given a chance , Anne Ca meron bette r known as Ca m, 

will relate th e story o f Bonny Prince Charli e , the Grahams 
and her famil y the C:lIl1erons, th e cas tles and the kings , who 
fough t whom, how many died , and where they are buried . 
In ten mi nutes she can take yo u from four tee nth century 
Sco tl and to th e ea rl y twe ntieth ce ntu ry coa l mines of a
naimo , accountin g fo r her fami ly mos t of the way . 

Ca m was born. ra ise d and educ:Jted in anaimo. Exce pt 
fo r a few years of "gett ing away to find herse lf," she has 
alway s li ved on Vancouver Island currently in Harewood , 
part o f N:ln aimo . Wh at w:!s once an area of small farms where 
coal miners scratched out an existence above and below th e 
ground is now an area rezoned fo r apa rtments, condomi 
niums and houses th at a\l look ali ke. Ca m's is of an older 
vintage before rezonin g. Unti l a couple o f month s ago she 
cooked on o il :!nd burned wood in a Franklin Stove fo r hea t. 
In and arou nd these four green wa ll s ex ist a coll ection of 
kids, ca ts, dogs and pl:Jnts. a\l coming and go ing as things o f 
such nature do. Onl y the plants and Cam are relati ve ly sta
tionary : she at her typew ri te r and they in what eve r recept acle 
she has plll pped them int o. Boo kshelves lin e every wa ll in 
th e li vin g room, eve ry shelf is full to overfl ow in g, :lIld th e 
overfl ow goes int o boxes and bags 0n the Il oo r. Her input 
of th e writt en wnrd is nl:!tch cd onl y by her o utput. 

" I alw:! ys wa nted to be :! I\ ' /' i f (, /, I I knew fmm my wo rking
class upbr inging th:! t I had to have a job to survive, but it 
seemed as if th ere was noth ing but dr~a ry jobs avai l3 ble fo r 
wo men. 

" I did n' t writ e Illuch when the kid s were lit tl e because 
I didn't have to write. I was totall y int o being th eir mo th er 
and every doubt I had was answered by cuddles and ja mm y 
ki sses. It was :!buut th e ti me th e yo ungest start ed kin de rga rt en 
and our ad opted da ug!1!er died th:! t a ll th e Iw rrors ca ille crawl 
in g out Df the close t : cuddles didn ' t Jnswe r th e ques ti ons 
an ymore, and th e kids had so we ll lea rn ed my ' in depe nde nce 
le ssons' they didn ' t 'need' l11e . Too , th e shoc k and grie f of 
the baby dy ing shoo k eve ry va lue and answe r I though t I 
had. Hav ing worked with and see n i'irsth :.II1d the psychiatr ists 

Jim Erickson is a (rc('- /oll ('(' II'/'ifcr 1\ 'lIu u/m works / ill' e BC
TV i ll Va II co II 1'('/'" . . 
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and psychologists, I had no faith in th em at all - still have 
no fa ith in them. So I started to find answe rs inside myself." 

At fi rst th e answe rs took the fo rm o f poetry : making the 
wri tten word say what she was hearing inside herself and in 
the worl d aro und he r. Also , at that time, she and Jacques Hu
bert (who is part Indian) were involved with the Non Status 
Indian Orga niza tion. She became obsessed with the Indian cul
ture and co ncern ed with the plight of Canadian Natives living 
in whi te man's soc iety. Firsth and experiences with bigotry and 
di sc rimination compell ed her to make some so rt of statement. 
Th e result was Wil/d igo, a collec ti on of dramatic poems. 

"Windigo : The white man's dictionary defines Windigo 
as a can ni bali sti c spirit who roamed the earth in searcl\ti of 
prey. The Indians say that Windigo didn ' t exist before 'the 
wh ite man came." 

Haga n Beggs mounted_ a production of Willdigo at the 
Matsq ui Penit entiary, using native inmates as actors. It won 
fi rst prize in the B.C . Centennial Play Competition. 

In the summer of 1972 , wi th the big success and a de· 
sire to do mo re dramatic writing, Cam sc raped the money 
toge ther to spend ten weeks at the Banff School of Fine 
Art s. Th ere , gasping for air at 7000 fee t, she worked with 
Geo rge Ryga. 

" Ryga made me stop grinning that shith ouse grin and apo' 
logi/ ing by my tone of voice when I sa id , 'I'm a poet'. He 
hammered into me the supreme law of How To Be A Writer: 
WRI TE! He told me the only way I wo uld ever be satisfied 
with what I was writin g wo uld be if I reached down into my 
gut s and told the truth . He didn ' t teU me a whole hell ofa 
lo t th at I d idn' t already know , but he made me know it. 
To say I loved th at guy wo uld be a supreme understatement. 
He also told 111(' to go back to what I had grown up with, 
fin d my id L' ntit v and th at's wh at I'm doin g." 

Til e next two years were spent almost totall y submerged 
in Indian culture. As a founding member of the Tillicum 
Thea tre , a theatre group of young Native Canadians , Cam put 
111 0S t of her effo rts into creat ing pieces fo r their productions. 
She ad~p ted man y legends fo r the stage and wro te The Twill 
Sinks or ...1 //(' 11 SO ll l lln ' , a one-ac t play depicting the reality 
o f a ytlU ng In dian couple living off the rese rve. The Tillicum 
Theat re provided the contac t and confidence of the Indian 
People . She "ke pt her mouth shut and her eyes and ears open" 
and tried to transfer to paper what she was observing. ' 



"What I do is listen with my inner ear to the music ... the 
songs, the feelings ; then I get the old people to tell me, in 
their own words, what the song is saying, why it is sung, who 
sang it . Then I try to catch the sense of it and put it into 
English without hammering it into false , externally imposed , 
European rhyme or rhythm structure." 

The heron stands on a rock , watching 
the night walk on water, 
in a secret place an old man 
prays, holding warm the memory of 
a good woman gone too soon . 
In a secret place an old man 
prays, waiting for the snow . 
In a secret place an old man 
prays, thankful for the sun, 
in a secret place an old man 
prays 

on the wharf 
talking while the young men listen. 

In the summer of 1973, Canadian fIlm director Daryl 
Duke was looking for young Indians for his television film 
I Heard The Owl Call My Name . Cam and Jacques rounded 
up the members of the Tillicum Theatre and sat them on 
their living room floor along with the kids, cats, dogs and 
plants, and everyone auditioned. Three or four of the young 

people were cast. When the production started Jacques, 
because of his contacts with the Indians, was asked to help . 
Cam stayed by her typewriter and finished a fIlm script on 
Maquinna, Chief of the Nootka when Captain Cook first 
landed at Friendly Cove. She handed it to Daryl. He liked it 
and asked for more. 

Daryl "took the greenness" out of Cam 's writing. He would 
tell her he had the rights to such and such a book and ask 
for a script. She would do one and he would criticize it. He 
showed her how scripts should look physically when submit-

ting them. Eventually some development money was found for 
a few of the things she did ; for the first time , she was making 
money by her writing . " It felt good . For the first time people 
began to believe what I always knew ; I was a writer." 

She wrote You'll Understand Wh en You're Older in the 
summer of 1974 . The play draws from her immediate past ; 
the places, events and people are from her back yard . It is 
"a sensitive study of the change of values." Maggy MacDonald , 
ten years old, is trying to cope with her changing self, a war 
in Europe, why boys can fight and girls can' t, and why she 
can't live with her mother, who is living with, but not mar
ried to , a man not Maggy's father. "Here Lass , the part you 
don 't understand now will make sense later." 

A production of You'll Understand Wh en You 're Older 
was mounted by the Tillicum Theatre in early 1975. "The 
director cast from the streets. He found Hugh singing country 
and western songs in a bar, and Grandpa on a half-built sail
boat in the Nanaimo Harbor. " The play won the Best Ori
ginal Play award in the BCDA Upper Island Play Festival. 

By then Cam was living in Tahsis, a small mill town on 
the west coast of Vancouver Island. Husband Jacques was 
managing a trucking company , while she and a friend owned 
and operated a small delivery service. "We 'd meet the boat 
in the middle of the night , rain pissin' down our necks, and 
deliver beer to the pub and the liquor store. The cases weren't 
so bad but the kegs were a bitch." Under the clatter of rain 
on the trailerhouse roof she completed Rites of Passage . 

And success came , with Rites.. . winning the New Play 
Centre's Women's Year Play Award . 

Having the courage to face success alone, Cam separated 
from her husband Jacques, whom she once referred to as 
"my best friend." She explains "His ego couldn't tolerate 
my success - the independence it brought me. He became 
lonely and threatened because he couldn ' t understand what 
I wanted to do and didn ' t understand the dues you have to 
pay to create. 

"There are times in women 's lives when we pass , almost 
predictably , through an empty land devoid of guidelines 
or signposts. We have to learn to venture out of the nest , 
then build o ur own, and finally to live in a nest once crowded, 
now private. We have to learn to leave our parents and, even 
harder , to allow our children to leave us. We have to learn 
to live alone, learn to have courage to fail. Hardest of all, 
we have to learn who we are." 

Rites of Passage borrows Maggy the daughter, Beth the 
mother , and Bess the grandmother from You 'll Understand 
Wh en You're Older. The emphasis is taken away from Maggy 
to give the three equal billing. While You 'll Understand. .. 
is about the confusion of growing up , Rites of Passage re cog
nizes the reality of each woman in her specific environment. 
Cam takes the haunting black images of the coal mine and 
twists them into cries for womanhood. Maggy says, after 
relating a story of the blind pit-ponies ; "Sometimes I feel 
I'm being bitten, bitten until there won't be anything left of 
me but my eyes ... Just my eyes, all dried up, not even tears 
lefL ." Beth, the mother , tells the story of her dad's coal 
scars, then asks ; " But who sees my scars? Who knows the dark 
hole I cut for myself and crawled into? Who knows what 
I've seen in the blackness behind my closed eyelids?" The 
play is a study of the inequities of today 's society, the injus
tices of yesterday 's, and the hope for tomorrow 's. 

Response to Rites of Passage was positive but outside of 
the New Play Centre's production , there was relatively little 
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action. Cam was still living in Tahsis, where only her typing 
competed with the rain on "that goddam aluminum can". 
A friend, passing through Toronto dropped a copy of Rites .. . 
on the desk of Peter Lower, then a story editor for CBC
TV drama. A few days later Cam received a phone call from 
Toronto which told her they were very interested, made some 
suggestions, said a check was in the mail, and asked for a 
second draft. She whipped off the second draft, plus a first 
draft of Dreamspeaker. The CBC brought her olJt to Toronto 
to do some more work on Rites ... , suggesting she do this 
and that and omit such and such. "I said fine, that sounds 
like an interesting story but it Goesn't have a whole hell-of
a-lot to do with Maggy MacDonald or Rites of Passage . Find 
somebody else to write yours for you." She took all four of 
her rewrites home , quite sure her career with the CBC was 
over before it began. 

"Some people say I'm hard to work with, some are scared 
of me. Christ! I'm petrified of them all but I won't be buried." 

Ralph Thomas was looking for material to fill his For 
the Record series. He liked Dreamspeaker. Claude J utra 
liked and wanted to direct it. They brought Cam out to work 
on that script. This time they came up with a shooting script 
and while everybody and everything was in Montreal for the 
Olympics, a small crew shot Dreamspeaker on the west coast. 

"I never believed I would see it. Even when it was in the 
can I wouldn't believe it would make it to the screen ." 

"Dreamspeaker" , says Tony Reif of Vancouver's Pacific 
Cinematheque, "is really a fable about the golden age, the 
lost time before the world became an object and people mere
ly manipulators and manipulated. Reasonableness, action 
based on rational induction, on observed cause and effect -
this is what the film attacks as the product of our alienated 
and alienating consciousness. To live in this world , love be
tween people is essential, because everything is felt so much 
more deeply . Withoutlove, says Dreamspeaker, we will perish." 

When Cam wrote Dreamspeaker, a native Indian boy was 
living with them. She became outraged at the "bureaucratic 
bullshit" that created this confused, complex , often violent 
person: "They take a ten·year-old boy from Alert Bay who 
has just seen his alcoholic mother choke to death on her own 
puke , put him in a foster home in Vancouver and expect 
him to stay? It's two different realities." 

She was also experiencing the mystifying behavior of her 
own children. Why do the moments of absolute non-communi
cation exist between the parent and child? Can love be the 
panacea? It seems it was so in the "golden age"; can it be so 
in today's society? 

Her next major project was A Matter of Choice , another 
For the Record film. It is the account of a rape and its im
mediate psychological after effects. The rapist is not the 
notorious half crazed, greasy hunchback hiding in the bushes; 
he is the more common but seldom prosecuted 'friend', 
the one who invites a woman up to his apartment for a drink, 
gets carried away, thinks the woman is "playing hard to get" 
and violently rapes her. The film is an ingenious stab at the 
inadequacies of modern rape laws and how women can and 
should get them to work for them. Again Cam draws from 
that which is closest to her. 

"I've a fourteen-year-old daughter.- I have the natural 
mother instinct to protect her. I wanted to show her and all 
women that there are alternatives. We shouldn't complacently 
sit by and let something like rape happen to us - phYSically 
or mentally ." 
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The reaction to A Matter of Choice was fascinating. Most 
women , as expected, reacted very favorably. An astounding 
number related similar experiences but said they were too 
ashamed to take action - weren't sure they could do anything. 
The men, however , reacted with confusion. Many "couldn't 
relate to it", some excused it as a bad production, some reo 
fused to watch it. "j ust goes to show the attitude of a lot 
of men towards women." 

However , says Peter Lower, "It and Dreamspeaker set 
a standard by which future television drama will be judged." 
We have yet to see Fred Quilt, Cam's dramatization of the 
Fred Quilt trial which will probably never be aired, and 
They're Drying Up the Streets, the film on child exploitation. 

Cam's writing is continuous whether it is a film script, 
poetry , the novel she works on now and then, or one of the 
seven-page letters she will dash off to a friend . Her writing 
has been labeled Indian activist , feminist, even spiritualist. 
Her strongest images have always been feminine, and her 
fascination for the Northwest Coast Indian culture is probably 
due to its strong matriarchal traditions. Whatever, she doesn't 
limit herself to anyone cause and she hates the thought of 
being labeled - of being a "guru" for a movement. 

"Look what we did to Ryga . We put him on a hilltop and 
then, when we'd molded our hero , we had to start throwing 
rocks at him because his feet were mortal and not godlike." 

"I am a writer who happens to be a feminist." 
She writes from her guts and if her guts happen to be fe· 

minine, well , that's that, it's her truth. 0 



du 7 au 11 novembre '78 

a L'Hotel Loews-La Cite de Montreal 

L'evenement de I'annee 
dans Ie domaine de I' Audio-visuel 

Le marche 
des moyens d'education 
par Ie cinema et I'audio-visuel 
du Quebec 

une occasion exceptionnelle pour 

Les distributeurs 
de presenter leurs produits aux 
professionnels de I'education 

Les expos ants, 
organismes prives ou publics 
ceuvrant dans les secteurs con
nexes II I'education, d'offrir 
leurs services 

Je d~sire recevo ir de plus amples infor
mations sur MECOUE et les formula ires 
d'inscription en tant que: 

Participant 0 _ __ Distributeur 0 
Nombre 

Exposant 0 ProducteurO 

Retou;ner a: MECQUE 
Case Postale 687 
Station A 
Montreal H3C 1 C5 

Les producteurs 
independants et les institutions 
scolaires de faire connaitre leurs 
documents audio-visuels 

Les profession nels 
du domaine de I'education de 
visionner et repertorier tous les 
nouveaux documents aud io
visuels produits ou distribues au 
Quebec et d'assister et parti
ciper II des conferences et des 
ateliers qui traiteront de "utilisa
tion de I'audio-visuel en 
education 

Nom __________________ __ 

Compagnie / 
Institution 

Adresse ________________ __ 

Telephone 

November 7-11, 1978 

at The Hotel Loews-La Cite in Montreal 

The Audio-Visual event of the year 

The Market 
for Educational 
Films and Audio-Visual 
Materials 

a Unique Opportunity for 

Distributors 
to present their products to the 
Educational Clientele 

Exhibitors, 
private or public concerns as
sociated with the Audio-Visual 
field, to offer their services 

Please send me additional information 
on MECaUE and the appropriate appli
cation forms (as checked out below) 

Participant 0 ___ Distributor 0 
Number 

Exhibitor 0 Producer 0 

Return to : MECQUE 
Postal Box 687 
Station A 
Montreal H3C lC5 

Independant Producers and 
Educational Institutions 
to introduce their Audio-Visual 
materials 

Professionals 
of the Educational Sector to 
screen and index all the new 
audio-visual material produced 
or distributed in Quebec and to 
attend conferences and work
shops dealing with the use of 

. Audio-Visual material for Educa
tional purposes 

Name' __________________ __ 

Company/ _______________ _ 
Institution 

Address ________________ __ 

Telephone 
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