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Interview with Rex Brown 
Stephanie McKenzie 

The March Hare is Atlantic Canada's Jargest poetry festival. Each March, it takes 

place on the island of Newfoundland, part of the eastemmost province of 

Newfoundland & Labrador, Canada. The brainchild of Rex Brown, Al Pittman, and 

George Daniels, the March Hare began approximately eighteen years ago as one 

evening of entertairunent-a celebration of poetry and music-in the bar of a small 

golf club in Corner Brook, a city of approximately 20,000 on the West coast of 

Newfoundland. Today, The March Hare is a five-day, trans-island celebration. There 

is one evening of entertainment ("Through the Looking Glass") on Wednesday night 

in St. John's, the capital city of Newfoundland & Labrador; one evening ("Gander 

jabberwocky") on Thursday in Gander, central Newfoundland; and two evenings on 

Friday and Saturday in Corner Brook (the latter is dubbed "Pittman's Fancy"). The 

West coast segment of the March Hare formally begins at Sir Wilfred Grenfell College 

on Friday afternoon, immediately after the poets have arrived into Corner Brook. In 

addition to these two evenings which celebrate and share poetry and music at Casual 

Jack's Roadhouse and the Columbus Club, respectively, there is an aftemoon of story

telling and entertainment for children on Saturday (the "Mad Hatter's Tea Party") and 

a Sunday aftemoon full of singing ("Sunday Soiree") at the Glynmill Pub, where some 

of Newfoundland's finest musidans, songwriters and singers can be heard. 

SM: So, Rex, can you tell me a little bit about how the March Hare started? 

RB: Oh, my. The story of how the March Hare started. lt's been told many times. 1 

suppose it startcd at the bar in the Blomidon Golf and Country Club. Outside the bar 

were Al Pittman and myself, and inside the bar was George Daniels, the manager of 

the club. 1t was a regular hang-out for Al and myself, and George, of course, was 

there 365 days a year. So, wc decided that maybe a good Saturday night event would 

attract a few people-Iike a poetry reading with a bit of music. 

SM: Okay, Al was a poet, and you had interest probably from hanging out with him 

for a while, but what about this other guy? 

RB: George Daniels. He was the manager of the Blomidon Golf and Country Club. 

SM: And why would George Daniels agree to this? Why would he grab onto the idea 

of poetry? 1 can understand, say, the idea of a rock and roll band, but why poetry? 
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RB: Weil, we had tried a whole lot of things. We had this card toumament that 

became the Great Growl Toumament, which is agame, you know, also called auction 

or one-hundred and twenties; you heard ail about it in Al's poem "Thirty for Sixty." 

And we tried the "Swish-Swallow-Swill Goumament" (golf, booze, food), and they 

had an international night on the go up there. So it was just something diffurent that 

we thought people might be interested in. There were a number of writers over at the 

College, you know. Al wrote himself, and John Steffier was there, and Randy Maggs 

was there and John Ledrew played the piano and sang. And, you know, Adrian 

fowler wrote, and so did his sister, Rosalie, and, of course, there's Smokey Elliot who 

was the first person to read at the March Hare. So we just thought that a night of 

poetry with a bit of music interspersed would attract a few dozen people to the club, 

that they'd corne up and enjoy the show and spend a bit of money at the bar. 

SM: So it was ail three of you putting your heads together, not just one persan? 

RB: And the thrust wasn't literary inspired. The inspiration was to try to help George 

generate a bit of business at' the club, which was struggling to stay open during the 

long winter in Corner Brook. You know, it was a golf club, after ail? But we tried to 

keep it open in the winter for the social members, soit was always a struggle. We just 

thought that this might be something to attract a few people. 

SM: What year was it? 

RB: We don't know. lt was probably 1987, at the very latest, 1988. We daim that the 

March Hare 2005 is going to be our eighteenth. We know for a fact we can document 

at least eighteen, but there may have been others, you know, before, so we really 

don't know. When ... we had Pat Lane, Loma Crozier, Susan Musgrave, and Stephen 

Reid, from Vancouver Island; . .. in 1997, we advertised it as our tenth. We knew it 

was at least ten. It could have been eleven or twelve. 

SM: Was it named the March Hare the first time? 

RB: No, no. lt wasn't named the March Hare. l've got no idea when the name the 

March Hare came up. lt was fairly early in the going. 

SM: Whose term was that? 

RB: I don't know. It was probably Al's. 1 remember somebody asked where the 

naine came from. The March Hare, you know, has literary connections to Lewis 

Carron, but it took place in March, and it was also very much a œlebration of place. 
You know, the idea of H-E-R-E. 
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SM: Okay, so it's a play on words, then? 1 never knew that until now. 

RB: lt's a play on words. March here in this place. And the other aspect of the play 

on words is the H·E·A·R because it's poetry that was spoken, right? So, the Hare 

had a triple meaning. Sorne people would argue that it was also the H-A-1-R 

because most of the poets came in with long hair, beards and ail that kind of stuff. 

SM: (laughing) They still do. 

RB: But it was very much a take off on the fact that it was March here in this plaœ 

and that it's a spoken, as opposed to written, event Of course, it stuck, and, as of 

now, in 2004, we're incorporated. We're now the March Hare lnc. 

SM: Weil, you know, l've only been around for about six years, for the March Hare. 

1 take a look now at the largeness of it, the amazing number of people at this trans

island celebration, and I wonder what it was like back in its beginnings. Can you 

remember some of the March Hare gatherings, even if they weren't called that when 

they were at the Columbus Club? 

RB: Weil, we started out, of course, at the Blomidon Golf and Country Club, and we 

were there for several years. 

SM: So, this was the same place you were trying to help out... 

RB: Yes, we were trying to help out George. And as long as George Daniels was at 

the Blomidon Golf and Country club, we were there. 

SM: Did they share any resemblance with, or any likeness to, what we might see 

now at Casual Jack's on Friday night or the Columbus Club on Saturday? 

RB: Yes. The format, the idea, is the same. You know, David Freeman was our emcee 

from the beginning, the very first March Hare. 

SM: Wou Id it have been the same emcee, year after year? 

RB: Weil, not really. We share it around a bit now. David still does a lot, and Martin 

Ware does a lot. Martin has been around for qui te a white. One year that David was· 

n't there, Clyde Rose did it, and now we have a number of different people. I do a 

fair amount of il, and Randy Maggs does some, and Nick Avis does some as well. 

So we've had a number of people. But now, of course, we have a number of events. 

Like, you know, we've got seven events now where we only had one particular event 

in the past. But from the beginning, you had an emœed event with a professional 

sound system, and you had the mixture of the œlebration of both the words and the 
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music. And, of course, you also had the hare soup. From the beginning, at half time, 

we broke off and had soup and homemade bread or soup and rolls or whatever. 

And that, of course, is the exact same tradition that we have now at ''Pittman's 

Fancy" on Saturday night. And, of course, the other events. If you look at Casual 

Jack's on Friday night, or if you look at the March Hare's "Through the Looking 

Glass," the one in St. John's, the one that Nick Avis runs, or the "Gander 

Jabberwocky" that Eric Norman and Sheldon McBreairty run, it follows that same 

type of combination, of the words and music and emceeing. So that has varied but 

little. After we came downtown and expanded into a multi-evening event, we 

added the matinee for children because that was pretty obvious. With Al, you know, 

literature was for everybody. You can see that if you look at his children's books. 

And of course, 1 was a teacher, and we were very conscious of stuff like that. 

SM: How did it branch off from one evening at the Blomidon to become what we 

see now? 
f 

RB: lt came clown to the Columbus Club. By the time it came down to the Columbus 

Club, it was still a one-evening event, but it switched from being a one-evening 

event, just a Saturday-evening event, and it grew to four. There was no in-between. 

When we added the Friday night at Jack's, we also added the Saturday aftemoon 

children's matinee and the Sunday aftemoon concert. The Sunday soiree has 

changed quite a bit. lts first rendition, which was in 1997, was basically an open

mike sort of thing, and we had a couple of professional musicians there to give it a 

little bit of focus. But other than that, anybody who wanted to step forward could. 

Like Susan Musgrave and 1 did the "Wild Colonial Boy," quite a contribution to 

music in the western world (laughs). And we had Pat Lane and Gerald Squires 

singing "Riding an Old Paint," and you'd have these mixed up with Jim Payne or 

Fergus O'Byme and Des Walsh, or Pamela Morgan. But in recent years, the Sunday 

aftemoon has become a concert, you know, with the emceeing, and, of course, ail the 

acts are scripted, written right from the beginning. So that has changed somewhat. 

SM: So in the first years that it was in operation, people wouldn't corne in from 
St John's? 

RB: No. 

SM: When did you get your first trans-island guest? 

RB: Our first trans-island guests, I think, were Des Walsh and Clyde Rose. They daim 

they Were here from the beginning. They weren't. They showed up very shortly after 
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the beginning. They might have been here for the second year, or if they weren't, 

they were certainly here for the third. And the reason for that is, you know, from 

talking to Al and myself, they got the word that it was such a wonderful event, such 

a wonderful celebration of words and music. Of course, as you know with Des and 

Clyde, they're both into the words as well as the music. 

SM: Let's face it, they don't like to miss a party, either. 

RB: But this was exactly it, you know. They knew that the place to be on that 

particular Saturday night in March was in Corner Brook, and they didn't want to 

have their buddies, Al and Rex, having ail the fun out there, and, they, possibly, 

having a little bit of less fun. So they came out, totally at their own expense, and paid 

their way out and paid their accommodations and spent a lot of money-hundreds 

and hundreds of dollars-just for the privilege of being out here, sharing the 

evening with us. And after we were into it for a couple of years, after, you know, 

about five or six years, Larry Small came out. And the first year, maybe for the first 

couple of years that Larry came out, he just sat at the corner of the bar and listened 

to readings and enjoyed the show and chatted with his buddies. It was only after 

that that he actually went to the podium, whereas with Des and Clyde, they went 

to the podium from the beginning. They came here for the party, as well as to 

participate in the reading. But Larry just came to be part of it, and we've had a lot 

of people who have done that. For instance, that is how, if you can believe it, Pamela 

Morgan began with the March Hare. 

SM: She just came to hang out? 

RB: She just came out, just to be part of it. 

SM: And she already would have been well recognized as a musical artist. 

RB: Oh, yes, she was very well recognized, and, uh, we didn't see she was there 

until she was there, you know. We said, "oh, that's Pamela Morgan down there." 

That was it, and Pamela didn't perform the first time she was here. And of course, 

the tradition has kept up since. You know, people kind of corne out here. Michael 

Crummey, for example, was here in 2003 just to be part of the Hare. You know, he 

had no expectation or no need to read. He just wanted to be around for the event 

and enjoy the show and ail the camaraderie around the weekend because, as Al 

described it, the March Hare is a gathering. lt's not a Iiterary reading. Weil, it is a 

literary reading; of course it is, and what happens is that there's very much an 

orchestrated and programmed show. The two or three hours that you spend at the 
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show is only just part of the day that the people will spend interacting with cach 

other. So if you take people like Des or Larry, for example, they show up at the 

March Hare. They're here at four o'clock Thursday aftemoon, and the first reading 

is not until eight o'dock on Friday. But they like to came out and just gct settled in, 

you know, and have the wear and tear of the world out of their systems, and get 

comfortablc and look forward to the show. And, then, of course, people don't go 

back until Monday, so really the March Hare begins when these people start show

ing up in town. Actually, it begins long before the first one has taken place. For 

instance, now we're more than two months away from the March Hare 2005, but 

we're very far advanced on the March Hare 2006. And wc have a very substantial 

number of plans in place for the March Hare 2007. And it was always like that. Like 

when Al and 1 did it, by the time one Hare was over, the next one was well 

advanced. But the proof in the pudding was Al' s last ycar in March 2002. Al died in 

August 2001, but, you know, the programme, everything was ail in place. It was still 

Al's Hare. It was Al's programme. The only difference was that Al wasn't there to 

caver his own slot. By the timc he was too sick, say, during the mid·summer of 2001, 

the programme was completc. lt was just a matter of ail the things falling into place 

and just making sure it was just a management thing, you know. You could have 

hired a student assistant to run the Hare for you at that particular stage. 

SM: Because the conceptual work was done. 

RB: Weil, it was done. The programme was donc. Everything was done. It was just 

a matter of getting programmes printed up. 

SM: 1 want to go back for two seconds to the Blomidon-just for a second, and, 

then, 1 want to ask you about the programme and how that's constructed, because 

l think that might be one of the unique March "Harisms." But at a certain point, 

Blomidon Club ended, and you moved that portion down to Casual jack's. 

RB: No, no. At one stage, we ended with the Blomidon Golf and Country Club, and 

we moved down to the Columbus Club. Casual Jack's came after. 

SM: Okay, why did you move from the Blomidon to the Columbus Club? 

RB: Weil, the reason we movcd was, 1 think, two-fold. Maybe the main reason was 

that George Daniels was no longer up there. When George was up at the Blomidon 

Glub, it was a big event, from his perspective, too, not neccssarily as a moneymaker 

for the club, although it was a good night, you know, for business. But George was 

very much into the spirit of the thing. You know, he enjoyed everything aboutit. He 
enjoyed the planning and all. 
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SM: So he was very much an organizer as well? 

RB: Very, very much so. 

SM: How much did George influence the way in which the March Hare is nm 

today, because what strikes me, Rex, is that the March Hare differs from many other 

literary festivals. In a certain sense, it has a very pragmatic edge. Right from the 

beginning, you knew it had to be a performance, and that strikes me as indicative 

of somebody who is not only a professional poet but also somebody who runs a 

business and knows that his audience needs things. 

RB: lt was very much that way. You know, it wouldn't have served anybody's 

purpose to have people up there mumbling their poems in their beards. It was very 

much a patron-driven event. As you know, from the beginning, we were always 

totally conscious of the fact that, for Jack of a better term, we had to put on a show. 

This was meant to entertain people. If you didn't entertain people, they weren't 

going to corne. They weren't going to buy drinks at the bar and make it a worth

while venture. 

SM: And have you seen a difference since the university was open? 

RB: The university was open in '76, 1 think. Might be '75. 

SM: So this is a decade later? Had you before, by that point, seen poetry readings at 

Grenfell? 

RB: There had been a number of poetry readings at Grenfell and off-campus as well. 

Like Al ran a big extravaganza at the Holiday Inn, one that had people from ail over 

the country, with a big reading down there. Now, 1 forget-

SM: You mean from ail over Canada? 

RB: Oh, yes. Oh, yeah, from ail over Canada. And that was quite the event, too. 

Now, 1 wasn't party to that, other than being a patron of the show and everything. 

But Al orchestrated that. See, this is one of the things that few people know about 

Al. Al was one of those people who was a terrifie, absolutely terrifie, organizer. Al 

was so precise over the details, it was just incredible. Like, when he scripted a show, 

it was scripted from A-Z, and he knew everything that was going to take place, 

and he'd orchestrate the whole, both onstage and off. And he knew how to make it 

happen. ln terms of my ability to organize an event, 1 leamed everything from Al. 

This had nothing to do with Al "the poet." This was just a guy who really knew how 

to organize and orchestrate an event. 
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SM: And where do you think he learned that? 

RB: I don't know. I think it was probably an innate ability with him. I've heard him 

talk about organizing plays and drama and ail that kind of stuff when he was a child 

and everything like that. I think he was just a natural organizer. 1 was, too, but mine 

has always been in sports, so, in my case, it was just a transfer. I went from being a 

sports organizer to an arts organizer, which is exactly the same thing. But the thing 

that Al and George Daniels knew was how to handle people. You know, like how to 

make people feel welcome and how Io make my friends your friends. George had 

this terrifie ability, and he did that for ail sorts of functions up at the Club, and Al 

did it as well. They were very much people persons, and nothing brought them as 

much delight as to get a group of people together. George always had the line, when 

you went up to see him, "okay, what are you going to do to cheer me up today?" 

That's how we'd begin the conversation. 

SM: Where is George? 

RB: George is dead now, for a decade, I suppose ... 

SM: Okay, that's the genesis of the March Hare. Why don't we corne down to the 

organizational details. What l'm struck by, and what the Irish are struck by, too, 

because this does not exist in Ireland, is the idea that you give somebody an allot

ment of time-that you've got tl1is much time to perform. You'd have a heck of a 

time explaining this to Irish poets-that if they read over ten minutes, they're going 

to be asked to get off the stage ... Anyway, where did you corne up with the idea that 

you only had a certain amount of time for each performer and that each performer 

must adhere to that rule? Where does that corne from? Because often, you sec poets 

going on and on and on ... 

RB: Where that cornes from is something that I mentioned earlier-that the March 

Hare, from the beginning, was patron driven. Right? It was meant Io be a show. It 

was meant to be entertaining. You weren't there because of some obligation. It wasn't 

like a reading at the university where you might feel some pressure from your pro

fessor or just because of a person and his reputation. Basically, what we were trying 

Io do was to attract people out of every option. Like, there were other options in 

Corner Brook on a Saturday night, right? So you know, you were just competing 

with a wider community. And if you didn' t have something to offer, people would 

iust go over to the hockey games, at the Humber Gardens at the time. So why are 

Y0 u going to go to the Blomidon or the Columbus and listen to poetry as opposed 

to going to the stadium to watch the hockey game or whatever else you're going to 
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do on a Saturday night? The thing is, it has to be patron driven, and that means it's 

very important to get the programme right. People are not going Io corne and walch 

other people play chess, unless you're really, really a highly dedicated aficionado. 

lt's not going to have an appeal in the wider community, and if you have that 

particular focus well, then, you know .. .I'm looking at one of the posters there 

now ... lf you've got fourteen acts, well, of course, you know there's going to be 

eleven acts following the third presenter, and, of course, if the third presenler is 

going on and on, what's going to happen by the time you get to number eleven, 

twelve, thirteen? Jt's the same sort of thing if you go to a movie. People want to know 

if the damn thing is going to be three hours long or if it's going to be the regular 

ninety-minute length. Number one is "are you going to be able to last that long 

without having to pee or smoke. How much is it going to cost for babysitting 

services?" You know, "do you have some commitment to meet somebody else, or is 

it going to go past your bedtime?" They want to know exactly what they're getting. 

and this is why the timing becomes very, very important. It's almost the same thing 

as if you were looking at a variety show, let's say the Ed Sullivan Show. You know, 

as good as whatever act you have, there's a lot of people who didn't corne there to 

see your stand-up comedian for forty-five minutes. They want five minutes of your 

stand-up comedian, and, then, they want the circus act, or they want the musical 

group, or whatever. So, that is the reason for that. Jt's just a cog in the wheel. 

SM: Okay, what 1 was going to ask you is, do you think that you, or George, or Al 

had in mind any show like that? Maybe not even a specific show, like the Ed 

Sullivan show-but a template from a certain era? What strikes me is that some

thing smacks of the old days of the cirrus, or, you know, a talent show or a variety 

show or something. Right? 

RB: Yeah, well see, 1 think that there's just ... You knew what was going to work, 

right? Like, we knew ... Let us say if you had just twelve poets, okay, one after the 

other, 1 think that for ail except the most dedicated poetry patrons, poets seven 

through to twelve would be very hard pressed to entertain because they were 

preœded by six others. 

SM:Yeah. 

RB: You know, like if you're down to the ballpark and you're watching the game 

and it's gone into extra innings, who gives a damn who wins by the time they gel 

up to the fourteenth inning? You just want it to be over, you know? (laughs) lt's 

gone on too long, right? So as much as you enjoy something, it's the idea of 100 
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much of a good thing. So 1 think that, ah, that we just had, this sense-you know 

what is going to work. And see, the thing is, while it was always very important that 

the poets speak, it was always of equal importance that the patrons henr. And if you 

look at it from that point of view, then it's important, just as you expect the disci• 

pline from the patrons. You know, if you have an act that you don't particularly like, 

well it's not acceptable as a patron that you have a long chat and a guffaw with your 

buddies at a particular table. Just because that particular act for you is not a high

light of the evening, it might be what the other persan came to see. So you discipline 

yourself as a patron, too, you know, and allow the program to go on. But of course 

it's the same type of thing that you'd demand of the poet. Look, you have to believe 

in the program and the people who are orchestrating it, that they believe that this is 

what is going to work, right? lt's the same thing, like when 1 send you-if I'm the 

manager of the ball team- and 1 tell you to bunt the runner from first to second and 

you hit a home run, you're going to get in trouble. You know? You've done really, 

really well, but the fact of the matter is that if you're gonna play that game, you're 

playing a different type of game. If it's gonna work out next time, and if it's gonna 

be what everybody else expected, you' re expected to play your role. And 1 think that 

that's where the idea of the amount of time came from. If you don't adhere toit, then 

the whole thing ... Because, 1 mean, it's almost the equivalent of running a race, you 

know. Like, how far is it? What are we into here, now? Are we doing the hundred 

yards, are we doing the 250? You know, are we doing the quarter mile? (laughs) Let 

me know what to expect; it's fairly important. 

SM: This raises another question as well, because 1 was thinking, at first, with your 

discussions about Des Walsh and Clyde Rose, people wanted to see one another .. . 

At a certain level, the March Hare strikes me as a community event which gives 

people a chance to see people they haven' t seen for a whilc. How much is the March 

Hare a party? And how much is it a literary event? Or are the two inextricable? 

RB: They're inextricable. Yeah, and they're tied together in so many ways. Like, if 

you ... When Al died and somebody had to provide the artistic direction for it, and, 

of course, l'm not in tune with Canadian literature ... Um, you know, 1 went and 

asked Randy-Randy Maggs-to join me on that. And I chatted with him about it, 

and he knew that the whole thing was a process and what it takes to sustain it-let 

us say as an organizer ... To do something that takes so many hundreds of hours of 

Work each year ... Why would you do that for eighteen years? You know, like what 

is in it for you? How long are you going to be sustained with the satisfaction that 

People say "boy, you know, that was a great event you put on there the other night. 
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You know, it was really good. You got the top·notch poet in from lreland, or what

ever." Weil, you know, what's that gonna do for you at the end of the day? But the 

thing is that if it's this great event, this once a year, when everybody gels together, 

this is what sustains. 1 draw an analogy to the Grey Cup, right? Like now, what is 

the Grey Cup? Weil, obviously, the actual game is a very, very important event. 

SM: But it's just as important to get together with beer in the fridge and ail your 

friends and have (Rex laughs) a celebration. 

RB: Why do these guys at the games in Toronto or Ottawa, why do these guys you 

know, corne in from Prince George or from Edmonton or Red Deer, or, you know, 

Moosejaw? Why are they coming to Ottawa? You know, it would be much better 

to watch it on ni, for the actual game. So 1 think that this is why it's so keen with 

those people who came in the early years; they were ail you know, good friends 

of Al, and they looked forward to seeing one another and, ah ... Now, they very, 

very much appreciated the literature. You know, you've gotta have a key event. 

SM: You do. How much do you thînk the March Hare has educated its community 

"attenders" about poetry and about literature? And by educated, 1 don't necessarily 

mean in the university sense, or anything like that. But how much do you think the 

March Hare has taught people about poetry? It's served the purpose of more than 

just gathering people together for a œlebration. At this point, 1 don't think you can 

deny the fact that it is introducing people in the community to people they would 

never have heard of without the March Hare, like John Ennis from lreland and what 

not. How much has the March Hare, and in what ways has the March Hare, 

educated people about poetry? 

RB: Oh, 1 think it's educated them a lot. lt's sure as hell educated me. 

SM: Okay, maybe we should talk about that. 

RB: When 1 started, well, you know, the only exposure that 1 had to poetry was as a 

student going up through school and, then, doing, you know, English 1 and English 

2 at university. And poetry was just an absolutely enormous imposition and pain in 

the ass, you know, and 1 had no intcrest in it whatsoever except for very .. . 

Everybody, 1 suppose, would have a favorite few lines and you know a few poems .. . 

SM: So what have you leamed about poetry? 

RB: But, yeah, once you get into it, it's like anything. Once you get cxposed to, you 

know, to the quality of it and ail of the people-almost wîthout exception-that 

we've had at the March Hare over the years, you know, it's quality work. And, then, 
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once you get exposed to it, you begin to say "well, maybe that's notas painful as l 

remembered (laughs) it being from the dass or from whatever." 

SM: What is good poetry? 

RB: And then, gradually, ah ... What is good poetry? Oh Cod. l've got no idea what 

it is. l know ..• 

SM: l think you have an intuitive sense by now, but can you put words to it? 

RB: 1 know that when you hear it, Stephanie, you can certainly relate to it, whereas 

you can't just from reading it from, you know, from the page. Poets, let's say, who 

have read here one year will leave their book, and 1'11 read it and there are poems in 

there that, you know, don't resonate with me at all. And 1 just can't penetrate them 

in any meaningful way. And then the next year they'll read that particular poem, 

and, then, ail of a sudden, you'll say "oh, God, wasn't that absolutely great, you 

know?" So the spoken word ... And, of course, these are all people who are reading 

words that they've also 'rritten (laughs), so it seems like it has an enonnous ability 

to communicate, and whatever metaphors and feelings or whatever the heck that 

they're trying to get at, itseems thatcan becommunicated orally in a way that you'd 

never get from the written page. And then getting back to the wider question, l 

think that, after a white, you just get a little bit of exposure; you find out that your 

interests sort of widen. And, of course, the other thing is that you develop a bit more 

of a confidence in it. If somebody is sort of not relating to you, you'll be a little bit 

more patient, sort of saying, "okay, you know, well let's just let this happen ... 

SM: Right. 

RB: And then you'll find out that-and l'm sure that other people have had the 

experience-that, after a while, you'll say, "you know, this stuff is not half bad"? lt's 

like going to some event. Like l remember l used to love country western music, and 

1 still do, of course, and a lot of my friends had no use for it at ail. But if they'd go 

to a concert with me, and here 1 am (laughs) going to the godhead, or whatever the 

right phrase would be, here 1 am transfixed and everything like that. After a white, 

they may buy into this program and they'll say, "well, if Rex is so interested, maybe 

there might be something to it." And then they'll go, and, then, ail of a sudden, 

they'll say, "some of this stuff is not half bad." (laughs) 

SM: So would you say that the March Hare has created a communal awareness of 

J>Oetry, or that it's true the group getting together and experiencing it together real

ly provides half the appreciation of poetry? 
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RB: And now, of course, here in Corner Brook, you and 1-we're organizing a book 

launch. You know how a poet is trying to launch a book, or, heaven forbid, launch 

an anthology or something (laughs)? You know, ah, people say "oh well, God, 

Thursday evening is open. Why don't 1 just mosey down to Casual Jack's and just 

see what's on the go? You know, there's bound ... Heaven only knows there might 

be a few good poems read, but there's bound to be some interesting people that 1'11 

run into." ln other words, it's a great place to spend the evening which, of course, 

was the original thing, to go right back to the beginning. Like, this is what Al knew 

ail along. lf you package the thing in the right place with the right orchestration, you 

will have a marketable commodity. You know? You believe in stuff. lt is something 

that people can enjoy, and we have so many people around Corner Brook who have 

grown up with it here, literally, because they were children when they, when they 

first went-or they've been around it so much now that it's an important part of 

their life. 

SM: Of course it is. You have people talking ail the time about. .. 

RB: That's right. And they'll buy books of poetry and give !hem to people for pres

ents, and at Christmas or some other occasion, they say "! heard this guy read, and 

why don't you read this one on page so and so (laughs), and this is pretty good." 

And then it goes on from there, right? 

SM: 1 have a question for you about future March Hares or where you see the March 

Hare going, and a couple pointed ones. 

RB:Okay. 

SM: Even in the amount of time l've been here, for about six years, l have seen vast 

changes in the March Hare. When 1 first arrived, 1 heard about this. 1 went down, saw 

Clyde Rose and the boys and Al at that time reading at Casual Jacks, the Columbus 

Club. lt has grown exponentially. It has grown in such leaps and bounds, and even 

after Al's death. So we know that the March Hare, now, has become much more than 

just Al, although 1 think his spirit was a driving force for it. 

RB: 1 think so, too, yeah. 

SM: Absolutely. And he produced, 1 think, for years on his, you know, stool in 

Casual Jack's. Now you see the March Hare having expanded to Gander and St. 

John's and attracting Irish guests and becoming larger and larger every year. Where 

would you like to see the March Hare go? And you might not have control any more 

over this. But-and what ideally-what would be your ideal? Where would you 
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like to see the March Hare go, and where do you think it's going? They might be 

two different things. 

RB: Yeah. Ah, 1 wouldn't.. .1 don't want to see the March Hare go anywhere. My 

main interest is in seeing the March Hare sustained. l'd like for there to be a March 

Hare for many, many, many years. And l'd just like to see it happening. Where it 

goes ... We never planned that it would expand from one event into four, eventually 

five here in Corner Brook. There was no game plan, no business plan at the begin

ning to expand to St. John's and, then, to Gander. There was no plan to become 

international and to, you know, bring in the Irish poets. This year, we're gonna have 

a Japanese poet, and last year we had people from New England, and next year 

we're going to have people from Norway and ail of that. 1 would just like see it 

sustain itself as long as it's a quality thing, and that involves two things. lt involves 

the presenters, and it involves the patrons. You've gotta have quality people. If you 

don't have quality contrai, this is where an artistic director, this is where an Al 

Pittrnan and a Randy Maggs and a Nick Avis and people like that are very, very 

important. You've gotta make sure that the people that you present are people who 

you know have something to say-that they're talented poets, they're talented 

singers or whatever. And the other thing, of course, is that you've got to have those 

patrons who enjoy this type of thing. So as long as that gathering occurs-

SM: Could it become threatened if it became too much? Let's say, could this ever 

take place in the Canada Cames Center? 

RB: Weil, 1 think it could take place in the Canada Garnes Center. 1 chatted about 

this withAI yearsago. 1 said, "you know, wouldn't itbe interesting. 1 heard that over 

in Russia they can fill a stadium just for poetry." 

SM: Seriously? 

RB: Yeah, apparently it happened. The Russians really appreciate their poets and 

that. Ah, it cornes out a Jittle bit in the movie Dr. Zhivngo, but I think it is correct that 

they do. They tend to attract big crowds, and, yeah, l' d love to have that. But 1 guess 

it can bccome too large. Like, we would never expand it to a community, such as we 

did when we went to St. John's and Gander, unless we had somebody in the 

community who was very much a part of the Hare experienœ and knew what a 

March Hare type of show is and the idea that the March Hare begins, you know, 

when the presenters arrive at the airport and that it doesn't end until they're safely 

at the airport heading out of town and everything in between. So, 1 think it's very 

much involved on the persona) front, and I think if it ever got institutionalized that 



____ 54 Interview with Rex Brown 

certain people .. .If you just had, say, a paid administrator or something like that, I 

think that it would lose its spirit and its sustainability. There's the people who are 

critical toit, but they are the people who have the spirit and who know that it's very 

important that it be a gathering-Al's word-as juxtaposed to a series of readings. 

And this is why, say, somebody like Stephen Brunt came down here and saw the 

Hare and, then, organized the "Writers at Woody Point." He recognized-and this 

is very much to his credit-how critical it was that people like Des Walsh and such 

were going to tum it into a gathering ... 

SM: And bring their friends-

RB: And bring their friends. And it just wasn't going to be that you show up at the 

hall and that you have a poetry reading and, say, you just have your Jittle round of 

applause and everybody leaves and gets the hell outa there. You know, if the March 

Hare ever became that type of thing, 1 don't think it would last too many years 

beyond it. 

SM: So it should always be a volunteer effort, in a sense? 

RB: Weil, now, I don't think the volunteer aspect is critical. But it would always have 

to be a labour of love. You know? lt would have to be a labour of love, and it would 

have to be a weekend, the entire event. You' d have to give as much detail, as much 

consideration to the hospitality and the hosting of the people from out of town and 

give as much consideration to every patron who is going to be there as you do to 

the quality of the presenter and the quality of the sound system and ail of the details. 

lt's the entire package. 

SM: With that said, then, could the March Hare ever takc itself outside of 

Newfoundland and travel, for instance, or will it always have to be situated here? 

RB: No, I think it will. Like, l've got these plans for the March Hare to travel to 

Ireland in 2007 for its twentieth anniversary. 

SM: Will it also take place here? 

RB: Yes. 

SM: Okay. And afterwards will it travel? 

RB: No, what I'm hoping, actually, what l'm hoping is that the opening event for the 

March Hare 2007 will be in Ireland, and, then, we'll just corne here and do St.John's, 

Gander, Corner Brook. 1 originally hoped that we would then take it maybe out to 

Vancouver Island, because wc've got some really loyal participants and patrons of 
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the Hare out there with Pat Lane, Loma Crozier, Susan Musgrave, and Stephen Reid 

when he eventually becomes available, which hopefully will be soon. (laughs) So, 

yes, as long as the people who are organizing and hosting the event buy into the 

spirit of the event and make sure that it is a gathering. 

SM: So you would have to have sponsors and organizers on the other side, wher

ever you go? 

RB: Yes. 1 don't think we could just pick it up and move it into a town, say, the same 

way you would with a, uh ... 

SM: Circus. 

RB: You know, with a cirrus, or with a really big group. 1 think that it would have 

to be a lot more let us say than a normal poet, say, doing a tour. You know, they do 

Halifax one night and they do Montreal the next. 1 think that white that might be a 

very worthwhile undertaking and quite enjoyable in a way, it wouldn't be a March 

Hare event. And 1 don't think it would be the type of thing that would be able to 

have the longevity, you know. 1 don't think you'd be doin' that eighteen years in 

arow. 

SM: Are there any potential problems which specifically beset the March Hare? Are 

there any, you know, boomerangs you have to watch out for? 

RB:Uh-

SM: That could destroy certain aspects of the March Hare, certain challenges that 

you have in particular? 

RB:Ah, no. 

SM: What about funding? 

RB: The quality control (laughs) is critical, as it is with any product. 

SM: Right. But that's trouble shot long before anybody's invited to corne read. 

RB: Exactly. And that's very important. And ... the March Hare is very much Al, but 

now Al has been dead for almost three and a half years. And it's sustained itself. 

And we've got the children of the original participants in the March Hare who are 

now very much involved. l'd very much like to be able to tum over my rote in the 

Mardi Hare to my daughter and my son, and 1 suspect that, ail things being equal, 

they would probably be interested in doing that because they've grown up with it, 

and it's a very meaningful thing to them. 1 know last year, my son, Jim, he was out 
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in Vancouver and was really, really feeling, you know, feeling left out. But he was 

on the other side of the continent, and he wrote me a letter telling me aboutit. It was 

supposed to be read at the March Hare, but 1 don't think that there's anybody in this 

deœnt world who would have been able to read the damn thing because it was so 

poignant, you know? He was talking from a continent away about how much the 

March Hare meant to him and how glad that he was to be part of them ail and that 

kind of stuff. So, that is the key thing, just to ... You need to bring in the new people 

and that. You mentioned the funding. The funding is very important, but we've 

never ever let it get in our way. One year, we brought in four poets from Vancouver 

Island, and we had twelve hundred dollars funding from the Canada Council. So, 

as 1 put it, the Canada Council got them off the island into Vancouver, and we took 

care of them from there. (laughs) So, yes, the funding allows us to do things we 

couldn't otherwise do, but we did this for years with no funding-

SM: But you could do it without the Canada Council? 

RB: Yeah, we wouldn't allow ourselves to be defeated by anything, and we're going 

to run our own show. lt's a labour of love, and if the funding agencies are prepared 

to assist us to do what we want to, great. If they're not, well, then, we'll find a way 

to make it work. 

SM: Can 1 ask you about the posters that we're seeing right now ail over your wall? 

Did the idea of them .... Everybody looks forward to seeing the new March Hare 

poster now, and what the March Hare has actually become, from my perspective, 

is a collection of very important ri tuais now. Where did this idea of the poster corne 

from and the idea, more specifically, to highlight, or showcase, young artistic 

talent, because 1 think always the artists have corne from the Grenfell fine arts 

program, right? 

RB: Yes they have, yep. 

SM: You know, where did this idea corne from? 

RB: That came from George Maslov. 1 can remembcr exactly where it came from

down in the King Henry's pub. George and Al were patrons of the place, and Al and 

1 would meet there to plan events, and one day 1 went clown there, and Al says, 

"George" he says, ''would like to talk with you. He wants to run something by you." 

l said, "oh great, b'y." 1 knew George-1 didn't know him well, but 1 knew him. And 

he said, "Rex," he said, "l'd like to do a poster for the March Harc. Would you 

mind?" And l said "you know, that would be great, George." 
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SM: What year was this event? 

RB: Weil, ah, let me see. We've goton the wall there, we've got ten of them. So this 

would be going back to about what-1993-or somewhere? Early nincties, some

time. And anyway, hc said, "yeah, what I'm going to do is pick a senior student 

from the fine arts college to do it." So 1 said "go ahead." And he did, and it was 

great, and people loved the posters, and it's become a tradition that's very, very 

important. Now, slightly after we got the posters, we got in the idea of the portraits. 

SM: That's right. 1 also wanted to ask you about that. At a certain point, it becomes 

a way to fundraise, as well, too, right? When you need cash, you sell tickets on 

things, and that goes towards ... Now, where did the idea of the portraits corne from? 

RB: See, l've no idea of where that came from, but at some stage, we honoured 

Smokey Elliot first. 

SM: So his was the first portrait done? 

RB: His wasn't the first portrait, no. When we honoured Smokey, there was no por

trait. ln fact, l'd say Smokey's portrait came several years after-

SM: lt came after his death? 

RB: Weil, yes, it may have been-

SM: lt did, because 1 had never met Smokey, and 1 was there when it was present

ed to Rosalie at the March Hare by Rod Mercer. Now, when did you decide to hon

our somebody? The whole idea is an indication that the March Hare had become a 

communal celebration ... When did you decide that the March Hare would be dedi

cated to the memory of somebody either living or-

RB: No, no just living. Always living. 1 don't know. l've got no idea, Stephanie. 

That's an interesting question, and 1 don't think there is an answer. 

SM: ls there any way in which you can sec how the March Hare has changed its 

dynamics sinœ the first March Hare? We know that it's grown large, and we know 

that it's attracted people from lreland and what have you. What about the presen

lers? Have there been any notiœable changes? 

RB: Ah, no, 1 don't think so. 1 think we're more into traditional music now-music 

and song-whereas, first, we were very wide, you know, like you could have--

SM:: Rock and roll tunes-
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RB: Yeah. Virtually almost anything was respectful, so 1 think that it's become a 

little bit tighter that way. 

SM: What about the types of pocts? You know, l'm thinking, for instance, are there 

more female poets now, in the later years? Has it branched out to become more 

representative of different voices, or has that just happened naturally? 

RB: No, I don't think we have any agenda there. 1 think we're just after quality 

people, and that's aboutit. We are very conscious of gender. We are very conscious 

of youth as well. We just love .... We always have a young poet. 

SM: Now, was that from the beginning? l'm vcry interested in that tradition. 1 think 

that's one of the healthiest things l've seen about the March Hare and that it's very 

positive overall. Who decided, and when was it decided, that you would showcase 

not only established pocts' stuff but also a rookie, so to speak? lt doesn't fit into the 

Canada Council guidelines, 1 know, but who decided that? 

RB: Ah, Al and 1 made that decision about the same time, 1 think. as we decided on 

the idea that we were gonna have a children's matinee. You know, it was just part 

of that we wanted to appeal to ail age groups? And, of course-

SM: Because by now it's just become such excitement, right, wondering who the 

young poct is going to be. And you notice that there's so much pride . .. For instance, 

when Matthew Hollett last year read for the first time, that was a real honour. 

RB: Sure. And, of course, the other thing is that if you get young people as presenters 

and everything like that, they'll bring their own patrons with them as well. (laughs) 

SM: They do. 

RB: So not only does it help you sell a few tickets for that year's event, but it helps 

sustain the audience over the ycars, so we're very conscious of that. You start your 

patrons out attending the children's matinees as young as four years old, and, Io 

and behold, twenty years later, they're regulars for your Friday and Saturday night 

events and your Sunday concert. So, no, we've always tried to be inclusive, and 1 

know both Al and 1 were very, very hurt when we heard what was going around 

the artistic community in St. John's, that this was an old boys' club, you know, for 

the readings. And 1 was so delighted when Bernice Morgan, God bless hcr for her 

frankness, whcn 1 asked her to corne one year and she said, "Rex, you know, l'm 

surprised you want me to corne. You know, the word in here is that this is an old 

boys' club." And 1 said, "Oh, no, no, no-we've always had good female represen

tation from the very, very beginning." 1 said, "I don't know how it's perceived, but 
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J know the facts," and when J drove her to the airport after the weekend, she said, 

"well, b'y," she said, 'Til have to get them straightened out when 1 go back." She 

said, "lt's anything but." Of course, anything that Al Pittman was part of, you 

know ... AI would not tolerate any marginalization of anybody, regardless of age, 

gender, nationality, or anything like that. That would have been so alien to the 

nature of the man. 

SM: Js there any way in which you think the culture of Newfoundland has dictat· 

ed the success of the March Hare? When 1 was in lreland, moved to Ireland, 1 

showed up at a couple of readings, and 1 had come from five years of the March 

Hare in Newfoundland-

RB:Yeah. 

SM: There were Jittle audiences. And 1 remember Liam Rellis, who came over to the 

March Hare, and other people who have come over, and their jaws just dropped. 

Like when Liam saw the,crowd at the March Hare ... But, again, is there any way in 

which Newfoundland culture has dictated the success? 

RB: Yeah. 1 think so. 1 think Newfoundland has a very strong oral tradition which 

we were talking about the other day-not you and I-but 1 was talking about this 

in a conversation. And, really, that oral tradition lasts well into, I would say, at Jeast 

the 1960s, and the idea of the storytelling and that sort of thing. But if you compare 

it with, say, the Sean Dunne Festival, and this is one of the things that struck me, you 

know, is that it puis a tremendous effort into having the poets speak, but they don't 

put a lot of effort into having the patrons hear. And from the very, very beginning, 

the March Hare was otherwise driven. It was always meant to be an attraction. lt 

wasn't a means of providing a forum for the poet. Jt was a means whereby the poet 

could present to the poetry patrons. 

SM: Which is just as gratifying for the poet. And that's what struck me, too, seeing 

it for the first time. 1 felt like 1 was part of an experience and a show-

RB: Yeah 

SM: Right? From the first time, you know-

RB: Yeah, and that is very, very deliberate. Now, there's nothing wrong, let's say, 

With a reading at the college, where somebody is going into a lecture hall type of 

l'tlom and there's some poet or writer who's going to present an excerpt from their 

Work. You know, that has a place, and it's wonderful stuff. But it has a limited 

appeal. Once you say, "well, look, it's important that these words be heard, not only 
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spoken," well, then, once you take that focus, well, then, you say, "well, now, how 

can we go about having these words heard?'' And, then, you get into the idea of 

marketing the product and packaging the product, and this is where you get to the 

time limit for your poets and presenters because you're packaging a product for the 

consumer (laughs), you know-this is why people buy the tickets to corne to the 

event. They want to be entertained. They can be entertained at ail sorts of levels. 

They can be entertained with some very, very challenging writing, but, of course, 

they don't want to go and listen to that for two hours and forty-five minutes. But 

they don' t mind some pretty heavy thematic and some vivid and ma y be uncomfort

able imagery and metaphors and all that kinda stuff, you know, as part of the pro

gramme. If it's packaged right, it can provide a forum for every type of writing that 

there is. And the challenge to the organizers is to do a complementary programme, 

so that pieces fit, and, then, of course, you have to build up a reputation over the 

years. Because, you know, you need retum business. Any business only survives 

if they do that. And by presenting these quality programmes, then you get your 

dedicated audience, and people will go because they really want to go. 

SM: Can 1 ask you, in your eighteen years, is there a March Hare which stands out 

to you and which was your favourite? 

RB: No. No, ah, certainly not. No, definitely not. There's no year that stands out. 

They've ail been absolutely wonderful. We insist on it. We insist on enjoying every

thing from the organization onward. We don't have any meetings as such. Like 

everything is done-we'll just get together in a bar and we'll chat over-we don't 

take the minutes. We just develop a list of the "dos" and ail that kind of stuff. Sa it's 

ail proœss-oriented. l have presenters l really, really love. And the only names l'll 

name are people who are no longer with us, out of respect for the rest, and there are 

many. But l loved Smokey. You know, when Smokey would read "Frank," his pœm 

"Frank," l'd cry every time l heard it. And l'd tell him to knock it off at the same 

time l'd request him to doit again. (laughs) 1 loved Al's reading when, ah, Al-you 

know, we were always wondering when Al would eventually, or whether some 

year he would actually take wing, you know-the way he'd wave his arms when 

he read. Now, Al took me to a couple of club readings when he wasn't on his game, 

for one reason or another ... But when he was in full flight (laughs), he was totally 

awesome. And, similarly, from the singing point of view, l'd really be transfixed by 

the traditional music and that, too. So, yeah, many, many memorable performanc

es. And some people are just outstanding. 

SM: Like Paul Durcan. 
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RB: Oh, Durcan. Durcan's absolutely awesome, and, ah, 1'11 include him with 

Smolœy and Pittman if he expires before me ... (laughs) Sorne people, you know, 

have the ability to present. And of course, sometimes the quality of the work is such 

that even with a mediocre talent, it's a phenomenal event. There's a whole lot of 

things. The other thing is the mood that you're in and whether the person is on that 

night. l've had people who wowed me on a Friday night and left me totally non

plussed on a Saturday night. (laughs) lt's a whole lot of things. 

SM: Yeah, we're talking very much about performance art. 

RB: You're talking about performance art, yeah, and there are so many variables. 

SM: And for me, what the March Hare has re-invigorated in me, too .. .l mean, 

studying poetry on the printed page and then being exposed again to the oral 

fonn .. .1 think we lose a lot when there's a lot of emphasis on just publications and 

su ch. 

RB: That's right. 

SM: And we lose the awareness that poetry, in its origins, is a live art form. 

RB: See, 1 think, if you decide, let's say 1 want a quiet evening. And I'm going to do 

some reading. Maybe J'll read some poctry or some literature, or what have you. 

You've got a pretty good idea as to how your evening is going to corne down. But 

if you're going to a March Hare event, you have no idea as to how that evening is 

going to work out. Because, while you know who's on the programme, you don't 

know what type of presentation they're going to get into. You don't even know 

whether they're going to be into their love poems or whether they're going to be 

into some, some kind of heavier topic-or you don't know if they're going to read 

from their poetry. Perhaps they might corne and, you know, read something from 

their nove! or their short story, for God's salœ. And you never know whether and 

what combination-and, of course, they work off each other. Then, of course, the 

other thing is you don't know the audience that night. And the poets, of course, they 

pickup on it, right? A presentation or a performance can only be given to a partic

ular audience on a particular evening, because you feed off them from the podium. 

So when you go, you know that you're going to be entertained, but you have no 

idea as to what kind of an evening it's going to be until it actually happens. And if 

you go there for a Friday night, for example, sometimes you have a lot of the same 

names-it might be a fifty percent duplication on Saturday night. But that Saturday 

night is going to be a totally different experience from the Friday. And, of course, 
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that's the type of thing-it's like with a live event? It's not predictable because it's a 

living thing. It's a different type of thing, but the Hare has had a fine run, and 1 think 

there's lots of leg under him yet. 

SM: 1 think so, too. 
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