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I'm very glad and very honoured to be here tonight. Some 
of the best connections I ever made were at the library 
and so your conference theme suits me just fine. However, 
I must say, I was a little intimidated by the background 
information that was sent to me when I accepted the 
engagement. It states quite clearly that, "The [Mary 
Donaldson Memorial] lectures are given annually by 
leaders in the field of library science." Now, I did, in fact, 
support myself through university working at the library, 
but mostly I just shelved books. I was pretty good at it. 
Had it down to a science. 

Ay, yes: The Dana Porter Library, University of Waterloo. 
The morning shift. It was the early seventies; the library 
was open 24 -7. Imagine that. I would come in at six and 
put away the books people had been reading in the wee 
hours. You wouldn't believe what people get up to in the 
wee hours. Even in a library. A lot of anthropology. The 
Atlas of Forensic Science was always out. A diverting 
psychological thesis called The Lolita Complex. 

Deeper within me than these memories, but more 
ephemeral, I carry the first library of my youth. It is only 
dimly viewed.We moved a lot when I was a kid, so I don't 
know exactly where it was, what branch it was, only that 
it was the branch from which I learned to fly. 

It must have been in West Vancouver, I suppose. 
remember one particularly prescient day: I had my bike, a 
green Raleigh three speed. I had two books, most likely 
they were from Walter R. Brooks' Freddy the Pig series. 
And I had some money. We were poor, but I had enough 
money to buy a strawberry tart I had seen in the window 
of a bakery near the library. I remember stopping on my 
way home, and eating the tart - being careful, I assure 
you, to keep the tart and the books as far apart as possible. 
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I remember stopping and looking out at some woodland 
with the sea beyond it and feeling this unbelievable sense 
of well-being. The tart was delicious, and gone too soon. 
But there was the sense, that day, that there would be 
other tarts.And I knew for a fact there were over twenty 
Freddy the Pig books, so that was good. And, of course, 

there were all those other thousands of books, too. A 
lifetime of books. 

I know of at least one other that I borrowed from that 
West Van library. It featured a dog; it was set in the north, 
possibly a Jack London story. I remember it because, when 
I was eleven and my family moved east, I unpacked my 
stuff in my new home in Ottawa and there it was. Uh oh, 
I thought. The library police - they'd be on my trail by 
now. I didn't tell my parents. They might turn me in! It 
never occurred to me that we could have mailed it back. 
And so it just sat there on my shelf, a silent rebuke, 
collecting dust and late fines. Somewhere along the way 
in the many more moves that followed, it got lost. Forty
two years later, when my daughter was moving to 
Vancouver, I told her about that book. She so wished I still 
had it. She had this great idea that she would waltz into 
the library with the book under her arm, hand it to the 
librarian, take out her purse, pull out a few hundred dollars, 
and say, "Sorry, this is late. How much do I owe you?" 

The library I remember best from my childhood was the 
South Ottawa Branch. It was recently in the news, as one 
of three libraries the city was going to close. Boy, did 
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they pick the wrong target for the tax axe. Nobody was 
going to let that library go down. In the end all three 
libraries were saved. But it was scary there for a moment. 
The kid in me said, "Can they do that? Can they even 
think of closing a library?" I never did get all those Freddy 
the Pig books read. 

There is one other childhood library I want to mention 
because I'm eventually going to start talking about 
community, and when you move as much as we did, the 
library becomes something of a moveable community. 
We used to spend a couple of weeks in Ocean Park, Maine 
every summer at a rented cottage. There was a library 
there. Since it was a vacation community, there were no 
library cards; you had to pay; I think it was a nickel a day. I 
remember one summer arriving at the cottage after a 
ten-hour drive from Ottawa, changing into my bathing 
suit, and heading straight for the library. I was big into the 
Hardy Boys, which I was reading in strict order. Sure 
enough, there was the next one in the series: The Missing 
Chum. I threw myself down on my towel - not in the 
library, down on the beach - and launched in. 

Then a terrible thing happened. 

I read the first page, read the second page, then I went 
back and read the first page again. For some reason I wasn't 
taking it in, couldn't concentrate. For some unknown 
reason, I didn't care, anymore. I didn't care if the boys 
rescued their chubby pal, Chet. The thrill was gone. It 
was over between the boy detectives and me. Frank Hardy 
could come out of the closet as far as I was concerned. 
(Can you just hear Joe Hardy? "Frank, Golly gee! What 
will Aunt Gertrude say!") 

Sadly, I headed back to the library. "What's wrong?" the 
librarian asked. I told her. 

"Well, your nickel's still good;' she said. So I combed the 
shelves and somehow found Travels with Charley. I hadn't 
heard of John Steinbeck, but the book had a dog in it so it 
couldn't be all that bad. As Groucho Marx said, "Outside 
of a dog, a book is man's best friend. Inside of a dog, it's 
too dark to read." Anyway, I borrowed Travels With Charley. 
I got a job at the Basett House B & B, that summer. I read 
all of Steinbeck, at a nickel a day.A good connection, indeed. 

There's a quote by John Updike that I particularly like: 

"When I write, I aim in my mind not towards New York 
but a vague spot a little east of Kansas. I think of the 
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books on library shelves, without their jackets, years old, 
and a countryish teen-aged boy finding them, and having 
them speak to him. The reviews, the stacks in Brentano's 
are just hurdles to get over, to place the books on that 
shelf." 

I was that reader or an urban facsimile of him. And I try 
to remember to be that writer. But this isn't Kansas 
anymore, is it? 

I did a reading a couple of years ago at a library in a Miami 
school. There were steel plates on the front doors and 
armed guards. But the library itself was hopping an oasis, 
of sorts, although far from calm.There was a school radio 
station and first thing every morning the kids prepared 
and delivered the news to their peers: community radio 
- not from the front office, but from the library. I liked 
that. It seemed a good fit. 

Afterwards, the audience gathered for my reading. It was 
a hot morning and the air conditioning unit was noisy. 
The librarian thoughtfully offered to turn it off while I 
read.What she couldn't turn off, however, was CNN.There 
was a big screen in the corner. By contractual obligation 
the librarian could not turn off either the video or the 
audio feed. The school needed money; it was a building 
intended for three hundred students that now 
accommodated eight hundred. CNN was happy to pitch 
in and help. I'd like to think that some of this generous 
corporate donation was buying books. 

I should say that, despite the talking heads behind me as 
I read, the audience in that Miami School was most 
attentive, interested. I didn't see anyone's attention drift 
to the big screen in the corner. Not once. I'm not sure 
what this means. They are now inured to news? Or being 
read a story was a pleasant diversion: a different kind of 
news. 

Elsewhere, on that memorable reading tour, I arrived late 
at a school, due to traffic congestion.Ten thousand people 
move to Dade County every year. When I did finally get 
there, the librarian was reading to the assembled throng, 
"Save the Moon for Kerdy Dickus," a story from my first 
anthology, Some of the Kinder Planets. She was near the 
end and so I hung back to listen. The librarian was from 
Georgia and she had the most beautiful southern accent. 
Suddenly, she realized that I had arrived and stopped 
reading, a little embarrassed."No, no," I said."Please go on. 
I want to hear how it ends." In her voice, this story set in 
the woods of Eastern Ontario had become something 
quite different. Without changing a word, she was 
translating it into a more accessible, local dialect. I didn't 
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feel like quite so much a stranger in this very strange 
land. Story does that - connects people up. We were 
making connections at the library. 

The next day, the students at still another school made a 
special lunch. A celebration. I had to sing for my supper. 
But I got the best of the swap. Dirty rice, curried goat, 
fried plantain.These kids were Cuban refugees.They didn't 
understand much English, but they seemed to have an 
okay time, and for a little while, that library became a spicy 
smelling marketplace. Food and stories. Community. 

I love libraries. But, no, it isn't Kansas anymore. A lot has 
changed in the world of information storage and retrieval. 
In her Mary Donaldson Memorial Lecture, Barbara Clubb 
spoke about the paradigm shift librarians were faced with, 
brought about by "unrelenting accelerating change". That 
was twelve years ago, and the information revolution 
shows no signs of slowing down. 

But I have to say, parenthetically, at this point that I think 
this period of history will not be remembered as the Age 
of Information, as some people call it. I think future 
generations will look back at our time and with a rueful 
smile refer to it as the Age of Marketing. I mean how many 
computers do we have to buy in order to stay in the 
game? A computer is out of date before you unpack it. It 
may still work perfectly well, except that there aren't 
enough zibzobs on it; or your zibzobs don't match up 
with the other guy's zibzobs. We are being zibzobbed to 
death. 

I love libraries. And I harbour a romantic notion of the 
library that I refuse to give up, although I knew as long 
ago as 1981 that my notion was naive - that big changes 
were afoot. I remember that spring, 23 years ago, talking 
to a little gaggle of graduating library students at a literary 
function in Toronto. One of them seemed to enjoy 
exasperating his peers - and shocking me - by going on 
about how much he hated books. A librarian-to-be who 
hated books? Now, I remember my boss at the Dana 
Porter saying how much smoother the library would run 
if we could just get rid of the damn students. That I 
understood! But to not like the books themselves? This 
non-book lover was an information guy. He was smart; he 
saw what was coming. He believed in libraries, all right, 
but as communication centers, not repositories for 
moldering tomes. I've thought about that fellow a lot over 
the years. 

The reason I was talking to this gaggle of librarians-in
waiting, was that Annette Goldsmith was among them. I 
had met her a couple of times before at children's literary 
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events.And we have kept in touch over the ensuing years. 
She is a great children's librarian. She loves books. But she 
has also happily embraced the new technologies. Her 
online magazine, "The Looking Glass" is a lively electronic 
forum for a discussion of new perspectives in children's 
books. Coincidentally, she now lives in Miami.As at home 
as she is with the new media, I highly doubt that CNN is 
piped into Annette's library. 

I am a book person. A biblioholic. A dinosaur of the 
Metaphorical Age, as media guru, Douglas Rushkoff calls it, 
despairingly, in his book Playing the Future. His handle for 
our era is the Age of Chaos. "The future;' he says, "[is] a 
discontinuous realm where surprise is the only constant 
and information pours in from innumerable sources at 
warp speed." 

So, picture me, then, this dinosaur of the Metaphorical 
Age. I look up from the swamp where I'm happily 
munching away at the papyrus growing along the shore 
and I see a flash in the sky. It is the Microsoft meteorite 
coming at warp speed, about to crash into the world I 
know and love, and throw up a cloud of information so 
dense it will block out the sun. 

The way kids wield a TV remote isn't proof of Attention 
Deficit Disorder, claims Douglas Rushkoff. Our kids - he 
calls them screenagers - are exhibiting an active 
intolerance to being programmed. They're surfing the net, 
channel surfing, with a keen and healthy disregard for our 
linear construct of the world. 

Screenagers, Rushkoff explains, are natives to the 
interactive mediaspace; the rest of us are immigrants.They 
are gypsies of the World Wide Web. Those of us caught 
up in the linear world of the printed word - we are 
just line-dancing. 

For a guy who claims that the metaphor is dead, Rushkoff 
sure knows how to spin a good one. He just throws that 
metaphorical lariat out there and wrestles a difficult 
concept to the ground. But of course. Because the 
metaphor is not dead. It is how we think, how we build 
our knowledge of the unknown by comparing it with what 
we know.And having given form to this fascinated cultural 
phenomenon, how has Rushkoff presented it to the widest 
possible audience? As a book. 

The electronic world is endlessly diverting but that's just 
it - it is endless. That very lack of finiteness is both its 
greatest draw and, finally, its biggest drawback. There is 
something to be said for endings. For closure. 
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Books are slow. Even the most exciting book is read at a 
pace the reader determines. And writers, in as much as 
they have mastered their craft, are guides. Being in control 
is all well and good, but, paradoxically, it is refreshing to be 
out of control, too - out of control, that is to say, in the 
hands of someone who can actually take you somewhere. 
And a story can take you somewhere. To the end. 

I am a book person. I am an unabashed lover of the printed 
word. Not the fleeting image of the word caused by an 
electron beam scanning a mosaic of tiny photoelectric 
cells and capacitors 30 times a second. I don't love that 
word. It moves. No matter how many times I proof read 
something on the screen, I always find more typos when 
I print the text out. I like the word to stay in one place. 

Oh, I'm computer-savvy enough to word process. And, I 
cannot pretend 
I miss my IBM 
Selectrix, let 
alone the 
rented Smith 
Corona on 
which I wrote 
my first novel, 
Odd's End, back 
in the summer 
of 1978. It used 
to jump every 
timethe 
cartridge 
returned . I 
don't miss that. 
I was jumpy 
enough myself. 

it's gone. No wonder there are counselors whose entire 
practice is in helping people wean themselves of email 
romances. 

Last summer I was teaching at Brigham Young and a woman 
told me that her sister had just had her three children 
taken away from her by the courts because she was 
addicted to the Internet. They'd find her passed out on 
the floor by her computer. Here was this good Mormon 
woman who didn't drink liquor or caffeine, who didn't 
smoke or do drugs, addicted to surfing the net. 

I'll stick to liquor, myself, thank you. I'm a reluctant surfer. 
I never actually stand up on the board. I kind of dog paddle 
the net. And I always breathe a sigh of relief when I'm 
washed back to shore. There are just too many sharks 
out there.And way too much flotsam and jetsam. 

And yes, I'm as 
hooked on 
email as the 
next guy. What 
a tantalizing 

Crystal Hampson, SLA Treasurer and convenor of the Mary Donaldson Memorial Trust, 
thanks Tim Wynne-Jones for his inspiring lecture. 

I tend to agree 
with the late, 
lamented Neil 
Postman, when 
he says, "Like 
the Sorcerer's 
Apprentice, we 
are awash in 
information 
without a 
broom to help 
to get rid of it. 
Information 
c o m e s 
indiscriminately, 
directed at no 
o n e i n 

particular, in 
enormous 
volume, at high 
speed, severed 
from import 
and meaning." 

medium. And so curiously flirtatious. You can say things in 
email you wouldn't dare say to someone on the phone. 
This is a paradox. The printed word has more gravity than 
the spoken word. One reads into the written word, trying 
to imagine 'the tone and body language' that is missing. 
We read between the lines. So here is a medium, suddenly, 
that is easy and quick and, although we are committing 
ourselves in print, we bring to it none of the formality of 
a real letter. We do not start with "Dear Bob" or "Dear 
Linda.We say"Hi" or we just launch in - mid-thought.We 
say whatever is on our mind. And then we "send" - and 
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It may be even worse than that. Amidst the spam I've 
been getting lately, most of which is urging me to get my 
penis enlarged - again! - I received this message the 
other day: 

The subject bar read: "Embedded gratuitous caveat 
personage Bombay fatal aquarium embellish condense 
fictitious canker." 

At last! Salvidor Dali was returning my call! 
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The message, which followed, was equally as informative. 
But then, a lot of the spam I'm getting lately is entirely 
unreadable - not worlds at all. If there's something they 
want me to buy, I'm damned if I know what it is. Is this 
then the fabled Tower of Babel? 

Edna St.Vincent Millay died in 1950, but she might almost 
have had a premonition about the web. Listen to this: 

Upon this gifted age, in its dark hour, 
Rains from the sky a meteoric shower 
Of facts ... they lie unquestioned, 

Uncombined 
Wisdom enough to leech us of our ill 
Is daily spun, but there exists no loom 

To weave it into fabric ... 

Facts, in and of themselves, are a waste of time, unless 
they are woven into meaning. Knowledge is that process, 
a mental enactment - a bearing down - upon facts.And 
Wisdom? I suppose wisdom is having enough knowledge 
to recognize how little you know. 

I have a funny feeling that there is an inverse relationship 
between the amount of information available and the 
chance of it finding its way into informed opinion. 

What do we do with all this information? In an article 
entitled Cybernetics and Ghosts, ltalo Calvino talked about 
the relief, the security that writing brings when one 
discerns "a series of facts, and choices to be made out of 
a finite number of possibilities, in the otherwise, shapeless 
avalanche of events, faced with the vertigo of what is 
countless, unclassifiable, [and] in a state of flux ... " 

The world wide web, for all its potential, seems like a 
shapeless avalanche to me. Sometimes I think we're fluxed. 

I am a book person. Books give shape to the chaos of 
living. I share Sven Birkerts's respect for what he calls the 
"stable heirarchies of the printed page." I like what he 
says in The Gutenberg Elegies, about a book being something 
circumscribed and finite; "an act of self-limitation ... self 
sublimation into language and expression and style." 
There's a lot of sublimation on the net but not much 
self-limitation. The sublimation one finds on most sites is 
sublimated in the sense of something solid being rendered 
down to gas. It lacks authority. The connection between 
the words author and authority is not merely coincidental. 

Mark Slouka is the author of Cyberspace and the Hi-tech 
Assault on Reality. He says, "When you read a book there's 
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a kind of silence. And in the silence, in the interstices 
between the words themselves, your imagination has 
room to move, to create." He's talking, I think, about what 
we call getting lost in a book. But you aren't really lost; 
your brain is musing, thinking. What you are doing when 
you are "lost in a book" is weaving information into 
knowledge. I don't get lost in that kind of way on the net. 
I just get lost, snowed under. 

Enough, already. I don't want this talk to devolve into a 
jeremiad against the state of the world we live in.There is 
nothing quite so pathetic as bemoaning invention. We are 
an inventive species. We invented civilization and now we 
just have to live with it. In truth, we invent it over and 
over again. I am not here to deny this world, or pine for a 
"simpler" one. The past is only ever simple in retrospect. 
In fact, the past only seems okay, because we managed to 
live through it. As Simone Signoret once said, "Nostalgia 
ain't what it used to be:' 

And anyway, there is much to celebrate. The globe is truly 
shrinking. I love the way this country is now home to a 
wide world of people. I was a landed immigrant until 1982, 
although I had lived here from the age of three. On the 
day I became a Canadian in a Toronto courthouse, 85 other 
people did, too, and they came from 82 different countries. 
Some countries I had never heard of. 

This is Canada! 

I like the look of it. I like the sound of it. I love the taste of 
it. Spanokopita, babaganoosh, fajitas, perogis, Pad Thai, pesto, 
tajine, sushi. In my house, Okonamayaki has become a 
Christmas holiday tradition. Okonamayaki, if you've never 
tasted it, is a kind of Japanese pancake made with crabmeat 
and cabbage and sprinkled with toasted seaweed. If 
anybody had told me when I was six making hills of my 
mashed potatoes, with lakes of gravy and a pathway of 
carrot coins down to the Plains of Roast Beef that my 
own children would consider okonomayaki a treat, I would 
have been likely to ask, "And on what planet is this 
supposed to happen?" 

Well, this planet. Planet Canada. Our ideas of community 
have expanded and much of the expansion is delightful. 
And the library is right there at the center of that 
flowering. 

Rohinston Mistry, Tololwa Mollel, Souvankham 
Thammavongsa, Rukhsana Khan. Our literature is vibrant 
with stories from the far-flung corners of the world. 
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Simultaneously, over the last thirty years or so, we have 
been actively involved with what I like to think of as a 
literary mapping out of the country, region by region: 
Marilyn Bowering, Guy Vanderhaege, Michael Kusugak, 
Roch Carrier, Lisa Moore - these writers, and countless 
more, have all been enacting a kind of cartography of the 
heart. We are coming to know ourselves at the very 
moment we are coming to know the world at large. The 
one makes the other possible. For after all, how can you 
welcome someone to a place you don't know yourse!n 

What's more, we are coming slowly, slowly to hear other 
voices, repressed far too long, the echoes of voices of the 
people who were here when we arrived: Tomson Highway, 
Robert Alexie, Ruby Slipperjack, Sharron Proulx all have a 
thing or two to tell us about this land we have adopted. 

It wasn't actually up for adoption. 

Interestingly, as Thomas King pointed out in the 2003 
Massey Lectures, First Nations writers have chosen, for 
the most part, to set their stories in the present. He says: 
"By the time Native writers began to write in earnest 
and in numbers, we discovered that the North American 
version of the past was too well populated, too well 
defended." 

And so, King goes on to say, Native writers have opted 
for a Native present in order to "resurrect a Native past 
and to imagine a Native future. To create, in words, as it 
were, a Native universe." 

By extension, that is the cultural activity we are all involved 
with. Creating a universe that includes us. To give our 
children stories that take place where they live, in Arthur 
Slade's Saskatoon, and Brian Doyle's Low. 

There was a slogan much in use during the referendum 
in Quebec: "My Canada includes Quebec." Well, I agree. 
But here's another slogan: "My Canada includes Canada:' 
It's not enough to live here: you have to imagine this place 
into existence. 

Thomas King said something in his Massey Lectures, last 
fall, that I love. "The truth about stories is that that's all we 

" are. 

Here's another take on that. This is a comment by Aiden 
Chambers. 

"My personal conviction is that we are not changed by 
our experience as common wisdom has it. What changes 
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us are the stories we tell about our experiences. Until 
we have re-formed our lives into story-structured words 
we cannot find and contemplate the meaning of our lived 
experience." 

Our lived experience. Our stories about us. 

That's what I want to talk about. In Anne-Marie 
MacDonald's new novel, The Way the Crow Flies, the young 
protagonist says, "There are some stories you can never 
hear enough.They are the same every time you hear them 
- but you are not." 

We are the stories we tell about ourselves in books and 
songs and television shows. There are stories that are 
simply diverting and there are stories that are like 
medicine bundles.The things in them can heal us. Someone 
once said that TV might know a lot of stories, but the 
storyteller knows us. Knows where we live. 

Well, you know what? Where we live is under siege.There 
are barbarians at the door. Isn't it always the way? That's 
the thing about civilization. Just when you get things all 
nicely set up, there's always somebody who wants a piece 
of the action. The biggest piece they can get. 

Did a chill just run through the room? Is he going to say 
something politically incorrect? I don't think so. When I 
say barbarians, I'm not talking about people from other 
lands. People from other lands, as I mentioned a few 
minutes ago, are what keep this glorious country getting 
more glorious by the day, as far as I'm concerned. No, the 
enemy at our door is a subtle one. Like the Greeks at the 
gates ofTroy, he comes bearing gifts.We like the gifts.We've 
already invited this guy into our communities, and his 
horse, too. And things are changing. While there are no 
shots in the night, voices are being silenced. This new guy 
brings with him a lot of stories - diverting stories. But 
strangely, a lot of other stories are disappearing. And the 
ones that disappear the quickest are the ones about us. 

This nefarious foe goes by the name of globalization. 
Globalization sounds like it should be a good thing. I don't 
have anything against the world. I don't have anything 
against increased access to the world. And globalization 
seems to promise us the world, but what it delivers is 
something quite a bit less. Let me give just one cultural 
example. 

The quote I used for the title of this lecture was taken 
from an article, entitled "Big World" in the December, 2003, 
Harper's Magazine. The article, written by Jeff Sharlet, is 
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about the American communications firm called Clear 
Channel and how, in Sharlet's words, Clear Channel is 
programming America. Clear Channel now owns over 
1,200 radio stations in the U.S., and 200 stations 
elsewhere.They also control the live-music scene, claiming 
more than 70% of the live music take in the U.S. 

The article looks at how Clear Channel shrinks play lists 
and recycles smaller and smaller numbers of songs. 
Because they also control the live music venues, if an artist 
doesn't play when and where Clear Channel says, they 
suffer - they get less and less airplay. 

In his Harper's article, Jeff Sharlet spends a fair amount of 
time chatting up a Clear Channel promoter by the name 
of Bryan Dilworth.At one point, the two of them go for a 
walk on a Sunday evening in the Italian market of South 
Philly where Dilworth lives. Sharlet writes: 

"We stopped to watch a group of boys on skateboards 
work a ramp they had set up in the street, performing 
for a video camera one of the kids was holding. Dilworth 
laughed. The dudes who own those stores knew these 
kids were out here, skating on their stalls like that? They'd 
break their legs.' This delighted him, all of it: the men who 

owned the stores who 
And that's not all. Clear 
Channel stations are 
nearly reporting-free. But, 
of course, this kind of 
thing is endemic. 
Substance-free stations 
are everywhere, 
nowadays. "No more 
useless talk," growls the 
canned voice over one of 

Our ideas of community 
have expanded and much of 
the expansion is delightful. 
And the library is right there 
at the center of that flowering. 

wouldn't give a damn for 
the law, the kids who 
took over the street 
who didn't give a damn 
for the owners. 'This 
place is totally ... this 
place,' he said. 

I asked him how that 
squared with his 
workif'lg for Clear Ottawa's rock stations. 

"Useless talk," apparently, means anything remotely like 
programming, like naming the artist who has performed 
the song, for instance.And as for naming the writer -Are 
you kidding? The copyright battles that now exist due to 
illegal downloading are at least partially a result, not merely 
of technological innovation, but of a culture that has gotten 
into a habit of separating art from the artist, of assuming a 
kind of nameless, faceless art industry. This takes us back 
to the anonymous craftsmen of medieval days. Not the 
only hint that we are heading to a kind of new, improved 
Dark Ages. 

But back to Clear Channel. Apparently, they run a number 
of fully automated radio stations. These are essentially 
robotic outfits with no local DJ. Everything is prepackaged. 
This is obviously not radio that is responsive to 
community; it's radio that is responsive to advertisers. By 
painstakingly calibrating markets, Clear Channel comes 
up with extraordinarily subtle music formats. A potential 
advertiser can be assured of reaching exactly the target 
audience he wants to reach. 

It's all about demographics. 

Demographics, however, is not the same as people. And 
demographics is certainly not community. Unless one 
means, by community, all of those people who drink 
Budweiser, for instance. 
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Channel, which seemed dedicated to making every place 
the same. Dilworth didn't look at me but he smiled. His 
grin pushed his baby-fat cheeks up and made his eyes 
small. 

'All of a sudden I'm supposed to be super-evil?' he said." 

Dilworth then suggests what Sharlett can do with his 
question and its implications. He's not a bad guy, he claims. 
He hasn't sold out.The game has changed and he's a player. 
In order to stay in the game, he's changed with it. What's 
wrong with that? 

Well the game has changed. And I'm interested in this 
place Dilworth is talking about that he calls, "This Place". 
"This place is so ... This place." Actually, what interests me 
is the displacement of this place. When does this place 
become just any place? What is it that makes a place 
distinct? 

By the time I finished high school I had lived in twelve 
different houses. I'm pretty sensitive to how slippery this 
whole sense-of-place business can get. How, even if you 
stay where you are, Where-you-are can get whisked right 
out from under you. Suddenly, the radio in your town 
isn't in your town, really, and the guy blathering a way on 
it isn't a local idiot but an idiot from somewhere else.As if 
we needed help in this department! Slowly, all the stores 
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on the high street close down replaced by a strip mall up 
on the highway. Then the strip mall closes, replaced by a 
box store twenty miles away. And how long is it before 
we buy everything from eBay? And where's that at, 
exactly? 

A few years ago, I wrote an article for Bookbird Magazine, 
the journal of iBbY, the International Board of Books for 
Young People. My article was called, "Welcome to 
Nowhere". I talked about how most of us live nowhere, 
but that this wasn't meant as an insult nor was it such a 
bad thing. The ancient Greek for nowhere comes from 
ou, meaning "not" and topos, meaning "a place". Hence you 
have Outopos Utopia. That's the term Sir Thomas More 
coined for his famous romance about the imaginary island 
kingdom where there was no crime, poverty, or injustice. 
His point, of course, was that Utopia does not exist in 
any real location, but only in the yearning of our imagination 
and the working out of our intellect. And that's what I'm 
getting at when I say we live nowhere. We superimpose 
upon the real place in which we live the place we imagine 
it to be. We make it up. This place we call home exists in 
stories. And as Thomas King says, stories are all we are. 

Now there are people who get to live Somewhere: New 
York, Tokyo, London. My daughter just moved to London. 
She's glad to be living Somewhere. But she knows where 
her home is. Back in Nowhere, Ontario. 

Thanks to broadcast media and the telecommunications 
revolution, Nowhere is inundated with news from 
Somewhere. We can tune it in on the radio, ogle it on TY, 
and surf it on the World Wide Web. Indeed, a computer 
enthusiast might argue convincingly that there is no 
Nowhere anymore. It no longer exists. Everywhere is 
Somewhere, if you are wired for it. And that is great, I 
suppose. But the Everywhere of Cyberspace seems 
ephemeral to me. It does not smell of lemongrass or garlic 
or coriander or kelp. It could be Anywhere. And I 
personally don't want to live just anywhere. 

I travel a lot and wherever I go, I don't sleep well. So I've 
watched a fair bit of early morning TY, propped up in bed 
in motels from Fort Smith to Sydney, Nova Scotia. Even 
before home satellite dishes came along, there was one 
thing that unified this early morning experience for me 
wherever I was. Detroit. It seemed that anywhere I went 
in Canada, I was never far from Detroit. I remember how 
odd it seemed in Whitehorse, Yukon, watching the early 
morning traffic report from Detroit. It was odd to see 
that same traffic report in St John's Newfoundland. Don't 
get me wrong, I'm glad when there's no congestion on 

SLA Forum June 2004 

the I 194, but it seems ... well, inconsequential? What's it 
got to do with This Place? 

I live near Ottawa. Canwest owns the Ottawa Citizen, as 
they do a whole lot of newspapers. A year or so ago, 
Canwest fired the editor. Seemed he was saying things 
they didn't like about the federal Liberals. Imagine! Now, 
apparently, Canwest has a policy of centralized editorials. 
This means I can read an editorial from Winnipeg, while 
I'm watching the traffic report from Detroit and turn on 
the radio to hear Kasey Kasam's mellifluous voice on Bob 
FM, coming to me direct from LA. 

What's this got to do with globalization? 

There's a new book out called Blockbusters and Trade Wars: 
Popular Culture in a Globalized World. In the review in the 
Globe and Mail, Brian Fawcett quotes one of the editors, 
Peter S. Grant. "We have witnessed an unparalleled 
expansion in the distribution of books, television 
programs and other cultural products world wide. On its 
face, this would seem to augur well for cultural 
diversity ... But, behind this fa~ade of apparent 
pluralism ... the concentration of media is growing apace:' 

Let me say that again. "The concentration of media is 
growing apace." 

In essence, we're being blockbustered. Chapters 
Bookstore comes along and puts real community 
bookstores out of business and manages somehow, with 
hundreds of thousands of square feet of retail space never 
to have the book I'm looking for. If, on the other hand, I 
wanted 5,000 copies of the latest sequel in the Shopoholic 
series, I'm in luck! 

You've heard these complaints before from local 
songwriters, journalists, authors. And it always sounds like 
sour grapes, doesn't it. It sounds parochial, or just plain 
selfish, as if we whiners are trying to protect our turf 
against outsiders. But it isn't like that. I'm hungry for news 
from the world. News, I mean, in the form of stories and 
songs. I like pop music, okay. But what if I want to hear 
Ayub Ogada from Kenya, let alone The Weakerthans from 
Winnipeg, or the Red Bull singers from right here? 
Mercifully, we've got that great big community radio 
station called CBC. And, mercifully, we no longer have a 
political party intent upon privatizing it, the second they 
get the chance. But still, isn't it ironic that just as the world 
seems to be so close, there's somebody who wants us to 
hear less and less of it? It is a big world, but forces outside 
of our control or influence are deciding the amount of it 
that actually reaches this place. 

Page 57 



The thing is Clear Channel and Chapters don't know me 
very well. Before Indigo bought Chapters, it was almost 
bought by Future Shop. Like I really want Future Shop 
deciding what books I can read~ It's a free country. I can 
read anything I want to, presumably, but not if I can't find 
it 

In the Big World article, Sharlet interviews another exec 
from Clear Channel, who is a staunch believer in "Giving 
the People What They Want." He compares democracy 
to pizza; the best thing about it is there is so much. He 
then goes on to praise diversity; how, even if Clear Channel 
has the biggest slice of the pizza, there's so much left. As 
evidence of this bounty, the exec, with a sweeping gesture 
invites Sharlet to look out his window at the street below. 
"Who'd have thought," he says, "there could be so many 
different fast-food restaurants?" 

Well, I want slow food, in the sense that someone took 
the time to think about it, not just the marketing of it.And 
I want, from time to time, slow music, in the same sense, 
no matter how fast-paced it may be. And I want the 
slowness of books, which are only as slow as the lick at 
which I can read. I don't deny this brave new world of 
ours; I'm not really a Luddite. But I want real community. 
And I know that the library is that kind of place. 

Because Community is not just simply the place where 
we consume, but it is also that larger place where we 
think. Giving the people what they want is all well and 
good but the library has, at once, a bigger subtler and more 
responsible job, to provide for their patrons a reflection 
of who they are. 

I spoke at a conference in Toronto just last week called 
Big Ideas Now: Teens@yourljbrary. It was an exciting 
conference, small in the number of participants - a 
couple of hundred - but huge in ideas and enthusiasm. 
In Toronto libraries, teen patrons are on the rise. 
Generation Y, they're called. 

A quarter of the patrons using Toronto libraries are teens. 
And yet, one of the organizers of this conference told me 
this was only the second conference ever, in Ontario, 
dedicated to teen users. The first one was twenty years 
ago. 

There was a real desire and a real will among the librarians 
I talked to, to welcome teens into the library. They had 
some important recommendations about advocacy, and 
about getting to know teens "one by one, as individuals 
not as a tribe," to quote Patricia Hersch. I liked what I 
heard and I liked to see the library flexing looking 
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around the community and asking: Who is out there? Who 
are we not reaching? Who does not see his or her face in 
this mirrod What can we do to make this place, their 
place, too? While global corporations see how they can 
maximize their profit by exclusion, real community 
extends itself through inclusion. 

Two weeks ago, I spoke at another library conference: 
The Youth Services Branch of the New York State Library 
Association. I had been invited to give the key-note address 
at their Spring get-together, because their theme was, 
Beyond Our Boundaries: Discover, Explore, Imagine, Connect. 
They were concerned about something more than cross
border shopping. It was time to get to know the world. 
High time. And time to make sure their kids knew that 
there was a world out there beyond the Bushes. 

So, they invited a next-door neighbour to come on down. 
And I talked a little about us. It's a start.You get to know 
the neighbors and go from there, dissolving borders with 
every step. I talked about Them and Us. The places where 
a person feels he belongs and where he feels he does not 
belong. So many children's books are about this: about 
coming to terms with otherness. I ·talked about how 
Community wasn't about everywhere being the same, 
homogeneous,"So you never meet a person that you don't 
already know;' as James Taylor puts it. But they knew that 
anyway; they were librarians after all. They know just how 
big This Place is. And how it is their very difficult task to 
somehow stay situated right in the middle of it as the 
sense of this place expands and contracts. 

That wag I met in Toronto in 1981 - the librarian who 
didn't like books. He was right about one thing, for sure: a 
library is about a lot more than books. But as long as there 
are people with a story of their own to tell, the book will 
not be an outmoded method of communication. It will 
still be the simplest and most effective way to get your 
story out there. And the library will, hopefully, always be 
the place to find a good story. 

----··~·~··~·-----

SLA Forum June 2004 


	temp
	page4

