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    Neil McKentyWhat would you do if you won $2 million dollars?


    I’d buy CJAD and have Neil McKenty fired.


    A few minutes later, another caller chortled,


    I’d buy back the radio station from the previous caller and hire Neil McKenty back.


    Sometimes people find my opinions upsetting. It is one of the hazards of my work. So people disagree with me, so what?


    I expect that.


    –Neil McKenty.
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    Neil and Catharine in the garden of The Priory on Pine Ave, 1980.

  


  
    Introduction – Enter Catharine


    Neil McKenty swept me off my feet on a dance floor at an event sponsored by Hiatus, an Arts and Letters Club with a sense of humour. We had gone out on a date about six months earlier. That evening I had said to myself “This guy is impossible” and sent him packing. But I kept thinking about him, and when I saw a reference to his biography of Mitch Hepburn in the Globe and Mail, I phoned him. For ten nights after that we went out dining, dancing, to the theatre. Six weeks later on August 19, 1972, we were married.


    At the time I was an Ontario government speechwriter. I had only recently come back to Toronto after 13 years in the United States, six of them as a researcher for Pace magazine in Los Angeles. Before that I had spent four years as a volunteer in the war-torn Ruhr mining area of Germany after earning a degree in English at the University of Toronto’s Victoria College.


    Neil was just finishing a three-year stint as Executive Director of the Harry E. Foster Charitable Foundation, the “first real paying job” he had ever had, advancing the cause of the intellectually handicapped. With the Foundation, he joined forces with the Kennedy family and Brian O’Neill of the National Hockey League, to bring the Special Olympics to Canada. For the first time floor hockey was included in the games.


    Now he was looking for a new challenge. An advertisement in the Globe and Mail for a “Director of Public Affairs” at a radio station in a large metropolitan city caught his eye. It turned out to be at CJAD in Montreal, which had a reputation as one of the best stations in the country. Neil got the job in a field of 60 candidates.


    Two weeks after our honeymoon we moved lock, stock, and barrel into a small apartment behind the old Montreal Forum. Neil went on the air barely knowing where the corner of Peel and Ste. Catherine was. With little money and no car we explored this marvelous city. At four o’clock on a November afternoon, in the middle of a snowstorm, we relished our first smoked meat sandwich at Schwartz’s. Soon after we discovered breakfast at Beautys on Mount Royal Ave., a split order of delectable blueberry pancakes and sausages, washed down with strong coffee. With each visit, Beautys owner and founder, Hymie Sckolnick welcomed us as if we were part of his extended family. “We are not here to make money, but to make you happy,” he’d say. And indeed he did.


    Life with Neil was a continuing adventure. I was married to an absolutely unique human being. I never knew which side of his complex, bipolar personality I would be dealing with on any given day. I once told him that, if he had not been a Jesuit for 26 years, he would have been a high-priced lawyer with three divorces behind him. I, on the other hand, came from a strict, close-knit Protestant family with roots in Northern Ireland. As Neil once said, our marriage should not have worked, but it did. I have talked with many people whose family lives have been affected by the ravages of bipolar disorder, as mine was. We’ve had the tragic death of the much-loved comic genius Robin Williams. My hope is that this book will help raise awareness, and bring both laughter and hope in difficult times.


    It always seemed to me that radio liberated Neil’s spirit in a special way and now his death has done that to an immeasurably greater degree.


    It has been a delight for me to work on this project with a team from both sides of the Atlantic: Richard Rice who had archived a great deal of Neil’s material, first had the idea of creating a scrapbook. I began by hauling out boxes and plastic bags and an old black suitcase full of material. Six drafts and 500 pages later my brain began to fry. My heartfelt thanks to veteran journalist Alan Hustak, who knew Neil as a priest and taught Alan at Campion College who then put his editorial skills to work and compiled the material for this edition. Thanks also to The Gazette for permission to reproduce a number of articles, especially Terry Mosher for the use of his cartoons. In putting this book together I have discovered aspects of Neil’s life and career of which I was unaware, even though we had been married for 40 years.


    I have been aided by Marion Blake, herself an astute editor and writer who gave me wise advice from day one. John McKenty, Neil’s nephew, himself a published author, came on board as did Clare Hallward, who had helped edit several of Neil’s books. My thanks also to Paul Belyea, John Fleming, Cynthia MacDonald, Barbara Moser and Thelma Geary at the Senior Times, Jean Plourde, Harold and Barbara Thuringer, and Stéphanie Pagano, our goddaughter.


    Neil’s long time friend and mentor, Jim Reed, invested hundreds of hours sorting through material and listening to tapes that were loaned by Holly Haimerl who worked with Neil at CJAD. To my great delight, Judy Isherwood who had turned Neil’s memoir, The Inside Story into a best seller, agreed to publish this manuscript. To all of you who have contributed to this portrait of Neil, my thanks.


    Catharine Fleming McKenty


    A new edition of Catharine’s own book Polly of Bridgewater Farm (Torchflame Books) is now available.
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    Neil McKenty, S.J.

  


  
    Foreword


    He was Father Neil McKenty, S.J. when we first met in 1961 at Campion College, a Jesuit boarding school in Regina. I was a student there and Neil had come to preach a retreat. Neil loved to argue for the hell of it, even when he was a priest, and he made a career out of doing just that. By the time I ran into him in Montreal ten years or so later, he had left the Jesuits, married, and we were both working as journalists – Neil at CJAD, and me at the CBC. It took me awhile to shake the habit of calling him “Father McKenty.” I didn’t appreciate until much later that for the 26 years he spent in the priesthood he had been a conflicted cleric who couldn’t reconcile what was going on in his own head with the hypocrisy of the moral absolutes taught by the Vatican. So he quit and went on to become the highest-rated radio talk show host in Montreal.


    His show, “Exchange,” became a sort of public confessional, a safe space where listeners could indeed exchange ideas in an atmosphere of civility. The message he preached on the air was one of human decency, not petty cant or dogma. At the peak of his career more than 75,000 people tuned in.


    “The basic exchange on ‘Exchange,’ is not between the listeners and Neil McKenty,” McKenty once explained why he thought the show was so successful, “It is between the listeners. If the host sets up the chemistry, the show goes on its own momentum and I am almost on the sidelines. On the other hand, I am in the entertainment business. If I bore my listeners, I’m dead.”


    Throughout most of his life Neil was afflicted with depression, a disorder of mood which the writer William Styron described as being “so painful and elusive that it becomes known to the self – to the mediating intellect – as to verge close to being beyond description.” Neil, however, saw his depression as “a fundamental spiritual experience,” which he chronicled in his revealing autobiography The Inside Story.


    On the air, he was always in his element. He was never condescending, he didn’t often antagonize, nor would he frame overly complex problems with simple sound bites. But often he ducked answering the very questions he asked, answering a question, in true Jesuit fashion, with a question, leaving it up to his listeners to argue the merits of the point he was wishing to make. Neil McKenty was born December 31, 1924, and grew up in Hastings, Ontario, where his father, Arthur, ran the local hardware store. His mother, Irene, was a school teacher. Arthur McKenty fought with the 57th Canadian Regiment and was wounded at Passchendaele. Although he was undoubtedly a courageous man, the war traumatized Neil’s father. He drank heavily to forget and preached a hard religious line.


    Neil was taught by Redemptorist priests, “religious terrorists,” as he put it, who instilled the fear of God in him. He was also an altar boy who served Mass for the parish priest who, as he recalled, “took out his suffering on his parishioners.”


    Hastings was a Protestant town. Growing up as a Roman Catholic during the Depression, Neil felt isolated, and thought that he was an outsider. Shy and withdrawn, he first became aware of the power of radio in his teens listening to religious radio programs. He wrote his first essay on the Spanish Civil War and by the age of 15 he was “a stringer,” for the Peterborough Examiner.


    Neil and his younger brother were further educated by Jesuits at Regiopolis College in Kingston He took his B.A. at St. Michael’s College in Toronto before entering the Society of Jesus as a novice in 1944. He was ordained in 1957, worked in New York as a relief editor for a summer with the Jesuit publication America, and spent time in London. He returned to study history at the University of Toronto; his doctoral thesis, and subsequent book, was a biography of Ontario premier Mitch Hepburn. He had worked for the Liberal Party in the 1943 provincial election campaign.


    It was during a visit to Rome that he began to have misgivings about the institutional church, which he described as “a bloated structure, top heavy with oppressive authority.” By 1969 he had made up his mind to leave the priesthood. “When it came to preaching, I had a lot going for me,” he once said, but he was unable to reconcile the fact that what he was saying in his homilies “didn’t jibe with my feelings about those words in my heart.”


    After leaving the Jesuits, he worked in Toronto for the Harry E. Foster Charitable Foundation for the intellectually disabled, and helped organize the first Special Olympics to be held in Quebec. In 1972 he was hired to do talk show radio in Montreal. While he was in his element behind the microphone, McKenty was rarely happy being a public figure. He bared his dark night of the soul in a no-holds barred autobiography, The Inside Story, in which, among other things, he revealed that he was a recovering alcoholic, never took his priestly vows of celibacy seriously, and had even thought of killing himself.


    Although he left the priesthood he embraced a spiritual approach to spiritual discipline which was rooted in a papal encyclical, Gaudium et Spes. Neil believed there were no moral absolutes, that we all have a right to act in freedom with an informed conscience when it comes to making moral decisions. He believed in the Gospels as a manual to help guide what we do, but not how we do it. He kept a blog and wrote a regular column, “Pit Stop,” for the Senior Times.


    He continued to rail against the Vatican, and one wonders what he would make of the musings of Pope Francis, another Jesuit, who recently railed against rigid religious ideology. “When a Christian becomes a disciple of ideology, he has lost the faith and is no longer a disciple of Jesus; he is instead, a disciple of this rigid attitude of thinking,” the Pope said. “For this reason, Jesus says to them, ‘You have taken away the key of knowledge.’ The faith becomes ideology, and ideology chases away the people, distances the people and distances the church from the people. It is a serious illness, this of ideological Christians. It is an illness, but it is not new, eh?”


    Sounds like something Neil would have said. I wish he were alive to hear it.


    The introductory paragraph in italics at the beginning of certain chapters is by Alan Hustak as narrator.


    Alan Hustak


    A.M.D.G.

  


  
    1 Neil’s Personal Creed


    Although I left the Jesuit priesthood in 1969 I still consider myself a practicing Roman Catholic. Those of us who believe in a God and believe we have been created in the image of God, relate to God in our own way. Some do not relate to God at all. What I do believe is that God writes straight with crooked lines, that everyone has to experience a degree of personal suffering to become more whole. We develop ourselves from the inside out. Most people are not comfortable in their own skin and seek ways to relieve their discomfort, often trying to fill a spiritual vacuum with material things. That is why there is such a spiritual malaise in the Western world and why so many people, particularly younger people, are leaving traditional religion to experiment, especially with religions of the East.


    I think we must lose our life in order to find it. What I had to lose was my obsessive need to control. This need was so pervasive, so embedded in my bones, that a spiritual crisis had to occur for me to fall to my knees and ask for help. Whatever it is, we must endure a painful experience that transforms the way we feel about ourselves and the way we perceive the world. It involves relying on a power greater than ourselves which some people call God. It will also mean discipline and some practice of habitual prayer. And by prayer, I mean only a simple and honest reaching out of the human heart toward whatever power there may be at the foundation of life. Of course I can’t prove there is a God. But even at the rational level, I think the existence of this world makes more sense with a God than without one. I believe there is an afterlife, and the way we live in this world will affect the way we will live there.


    I do not censure or condemn those who do not or cannot believe in God. I say only that faith is a gift, that I am a believer, and pray I remain so until my earthly end. I cannot put it better than Morris West, who wrote, “I have learned to be grateful for the small candle that lights my faltering steps and hope that when it gutters out, I may wake to a final illumination.”

  


  
    2 My Love Affair with Radio (Unpublished)


    When I was growing up we didn’t have a radio in our home. I’m not sure why. It wasn’t as if my father couldn’t afford one. He was careful with the family budget, but he certainly could have bought us a radio. Why didn’t he? I think it had something to do with our religious background and my father’s attitude to some elements of Catholicism. We were staunch Irish Roman Catholics living in a strong, loyal Orange Protestant community. Liberal in many ways, my father had developed a puritanical, almost a Jansenist virus, in some of his religious attitudes. Dancing and films were, depending on the circumstances, suspect; so was the radio, because radio, in my father’s view, brought with it a nonspiritual, materialistic, even anti-religious message that my dad considered dangerous.


    The event that changed his position was the fact that the local radio station began to carry some religious programs, and strongly Roman Catholic to boot. Who can forget the impact of Monsignor Fulton J. Sheen who began broadcasting in the 1930s, and later made the transition to television where he became so popular he dethroned Milton Berle as the king of television. In any event, I have Monsignor Sheen to thank for introducing me to radio. I can still feel the hair standing on the back of my head as I recall his mellifluous voice reverberating around our modest living room. Mind you, our radio listening was severely rationed.
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    Neil McKenty in 1941, a student at Campbellford High School


    But as Christmas approached, I no longer had to sneak over to the neighbours to listen to the T. Eaton holiday programs which led up to the department store’s annual Santa Claus Parade.


    Soon there was another program, which my father never missed: Father Charles Coughlin, “the radio priest,” altogether quite another cup of tea. Every Sunday afternoon my dad turned on the radio to hear Coughlin’s orotund velvet tones. He had a voice like an organ, soothing, rich, mesmerizing, and he played with your emotions the way a maestro conducts an orchestra.


    The trouble was not Father Coughlin. It was his message. His world view was straight forward enough: the world was run by a small clique of men. (I am positive there were no women in the group) whom Coughlin called “international bankers,” most of whom were Jews. If only we could smash these Jewish lackeys and their communist fellow travellers, the Kingdom of Peace, Justice, and of Jesus Christ would emerge on earth. If these remarkable Catholics – Mussolini, Hitler, and Franco – could smash the dirty Jewish conspiracy, that was fine with Coughlin. When you stripped away all the religious veneer, what you discovered was that Coughlin was a small-bore fascist, a bigot, and a full-fledged anti-Semite.


    My father was a fair man and he was not a bigot. But he believed that the big shots of this world walked all over the little guy, and there was little justice for those who did not have a big bank balance. If Coughlin was for the underdog, whatever that meant, that was all right with my dad. We continued to listen faithfully every Sunday, until Coughlin was taken off the air by his own religious superiors for his inflammatory statements.


    It was during Father Coughlin’s heyday that my interest in print and broadcast media began to grow.
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