Introduction 

Revenge of the Groundhog

These stories all started off as casual postings on a professional writers’ list-serv. The unheated monk’s cell and hair shirts have  given way to the computer-centric work station and the ergonomic ball chair but the essential nature of the profession remains the same over the centuries, writing is a very isolating occupation. 

Fortunately, professional writing organizations like PWAC, TWUC and CANSCAIP* now have list-servs where members can communicate with hundreds of fellow writers whenever they feel cabin fever setting in. The list is where we exchange jokes, celebrate family landmarks, request a better word for “eviscerate”, spar in civil (and sometimes uncivil) political debates and once in a while even discuss the business of writing. These writing lists gave me an opportunity to do privately something I could rarely do professionally – write humour.  

In 1977, I made my first professional writing dollar by selling a joke to Playboy magazine. I can’t remember what the joke was about but I still have the cheque stub emblazoned with the famous Playboy logo and the enigmatic description - Steven Pitt: Walrus Penis. 

For that one little joke Playboy paid me fifty dollars American which was pretty decent money in those days for a couple of hundred words. Writing humour is easy, I thought. My optimism dipped only slightly when it took two more years to get my first full feature humour article published. Tastes Like Chicken was published in Harrowsmith Magazine. Most magazines and newspapers in those days published both factual features and the occasional bit of goofiness. My story was one of the latter category; a satiric piece making gentle fun of Harrowsmith’s back-to-the-earth theme by featuring five gourmet recipes for groundhog. Besides a check for $350 Canadian, my Chuck L’Orange and Gong Show Chuck Chow Mein netted me a national award for humour and a few cranky letters from vegan readers who warned of the karmic consequences of eating a fellow mammal. 

Turns out they were right. After Harrowsmith I wouldn’t sell another humour article for more than two decades. The writing market suddenly changed. I’m not a social historian but it seemed that as independent publications began being swallowed up by huge media conglomerates, the punch line gave way to the bottom line. The golden age of goofiness was over. By 1985, I had given up on trying to write humour entirely. I became a freelancer specializing in food, history, military, Canadian history and anything else I could flog. I occasionally managed to sneak a humorous line or two into an article which usually would make the editor guffaw out loud just before it was crossed out.  


When I first joined  PWAC (then known as the Periodical Writers Association of Canada) I suspected that the list-serv would probably be useless because any business savvy person would zealously guard their personal contacts and secrets from each other. It made perfect sense – “Does Eaton’s tell Simpson’s their business?” as my mother used to say. 

Fortunately, most writers are not savvy  business people. Ask them a question, and they are liable to blab the answer right out loud.  On a typical day the L will crackle with questions about copyright, fog conditions in St. John’s ‘arbour, a technical help from software glitch, an announcement of a new grandchild in Moose Jaw, a request for contact information for Canadian Funeral Magazine and a request for a foolproof recipe for cinnamon buns. The responses and counter-responses poured in from coast to coast. It turned out that PWAC members were happy to help each other out even if it meant aiding a potential competitor. And Eaton’s and Simpson’s are both out of business today. 


 Unfortunately I rarely saw a topic that I could contribute to intelligently; so I contributed unintelligently. I told stories, most of them based on my rather chequered past. Besides writing I have worked in other fields; forty seven of them I believe when I last did a count but I cold be forgetting something. 

Just a few weeks into my PWAC membership, I threw out a story about a boomerang my son had received from one of his Australian relatives. Someone on the list suggested I throw it at Stitches Magazine. I did a cut and paste and to my shock, it sold within a week A few weeks later someone suggested I send a rant I had posted about catching rotten kids raiding my cherry trees in my front yard to the Globe and Mail’s back-page column. I did another cut and paste and within the same day it too was accepted. Combined, the two stories covered my investment in a PWAC membership and I had two new writing credits to add to my resume. 

As my career expanded into writing books for children, I joined first CANSCAIP and then TWUC where again I received strong encouragement to publish the silliness I inflicted on their list-servs. Eventually I would sell e-mail posts to Chatelaine, Canadian Living, Canadian Family, Canadian Health and Toronto Life. 

These stories are based on the kind of kitchen table stories I was raised on when I was growing up. When my father brought home friends from work for a beer or when we gathered at one my mom’s relatives for a holiday dinner, stories were told. Some of the stories were new. Many of them were repeats that somehow got longer and funnier with each telling. All had a strong basis in fact but as Mark Twain once said, “Never let facts get in the way of a good story.” 

This book is dedicated to all the list-serv writers who have lent their support and enthusiasm over these years.  Most of you I have never met face to face and yet I feel as if we are family. To acknowledge each of  you by name would require a book twice this size and with my Swiss cheese brain I’m sure I would leave someone out. You all know who you are. I thank you with all my heart. This book exists only because you laughed. 

One list-serv name I will name is Shirley Hewitt, a fellow PWACle who, like most, I never had a chance to meet face to face but she was an early and eager supporter of my silliness. Shirley was a great story teller herself and she regularly regaled the L with bump by bump accounts of the sea otter family that had moved in under the floor of her Victoria, B.C. cottage and kept her awake at night with their squeaking, roughhousing and fish farts. Sadly, Shirley passed away from cancer before this book could be published. We miss you, Shirl old girl, our friend, our colleague, our ever Obedient Wharf Rat.  

* Professional Writers Association of Canada, The Writers Union of Canada and Canadian Society of Children’s Authors, Illustrators and Performers 

