The proud jet’s sudden death in 1959 caused a fire storm of controversy. Now its story comes to
an eviscerated CBC, raising more questions about government cutbacks and a battered national identity

he Avro Arrow was designed
Tby Canadian brains, built by

Canadian hands and killed by
Canadian politicians. Some say that
it was a dud and that it made good
old common sense for Diefenbaker
to kill it. Others say that it was an
aeronautical wonder and that
American pressure and Tory spite
killed it. But whichever way you see
it, the great Canadian dream to build
the fastest jet in the world died near-
ly 40 years ago. And in all that time,
the recriminations, the bitterness and
the charges of political plots and
conspiracies have never stopped. So
after it took seven long years to get
the Arrow story onto the TV screen,
it seems only natural to ask, “Why so
long? Was it another conspiracy . . .”

“Against having the Arrow story
go ahead while the Conservatives
were in power?” Keith Ross Leckie
says, finishing the question himself.
“There’s probably something to
that” And if anyone should know,
Leckie should. It was Leckie who got
the idea, wrote the script and then
spent seven years trying to get it
made first as a TV movie-of-the-
week (1989-92), then as a feature
film (1992-93) and, finally, in its pre-
sent form, as a two-part mini-series.
When the project was planned as a
feature film, he along with the two original producers (wife Mary Young
Leckie and Paul Stephens) found plenty of interest in it — but strangely
enough, not from the usual supporters of Can-culture.

“We had raised $4.2 million from the Brits, and it was the Canadian
funding that fell through,” savs Leckie. “Telefilm didn’t believe that any-
one would come to see it. Of course, you have to make your own conclu-
sions about the influence of the government in power at the time.”

Maybe after hacking apart Canada’s great national railway, the

by Shirley Knott

Mulroney government was none
too keen to see a movie made about
how the Conservatives killed the
Arrow. And maybe Telefilm could
only work up a lot of enthusiasm
about The Arrow as a mini-series
after the Liberals took power. But
right from the time The 4rrow was
proposed as a feature film, Dan
Aykroyd, who still calls himself a
Canadian, was dedicated to the pro-
ject. Leckie is the first to admit that
it was Aykroyd’s name that got The
Arrow  pre-sales in  Britain,
Australia, France, Germany and
Japan and ensured financial sup-
port here at home. It’s easy to say
that it was ever thus — we
Canadians only believe in the value
of our stories if others think they
are important. But the mini-series,
coincidentally, airs at a time when
CBC is under the Liberal axe.

“I’ve heard from more than one
source that this will probably be the
last mini-series on the CBC for a
few years,” says Leckie. “So The
Arrow is a wonderful parable for

 Actor Botsford and a model of
 the famous plane: A drama with
intrigue and serious intentions.
this country. The government is
slashing the CBC in the same way
that the government slashed the Arrow program. And do the people sup-
port this slashing of our cultural industries? But it’s bigger than that. Do
we want to have a country? That’s a question we ask in this mini-series.”
If The Arrow is the last big mini-series for the CBC, it makes a mighty
impressive splash. There is a full roster of stars — Aykroyd, Sara
Botsford, Christopher Plummer, Aidan Devine and Michael Moriarty.
The props are lavish, the special effects are spectacular and the story
crackles with intrigue. But let’s not forget that Continued on page 49
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The Arrow comes with serious
intentions to set the record
straight. Even the well-informed
among us have trouble separating
what’s true and what’s false about
the Arrow:

The Arrow never got off the tar-
mac. False. Five Arrows flew with
American engines. As for the
Arrow 206 with the made-in-
Canada Iroquois engine, Leckie
says, “It was only two weeks away
from flying, but Diefenbaker was
worried about them showing the
true potential of the plane, so he
cancelled the project early.” In the
mini-series, Leckie takes dramat-
ic license with an uplifting Free

- cancelled, all the planes were destroyed. True. All of them were hacked
to pieces. Only a nose cone survives at the National Aviation Museum in
Ottawa. For the mini-series, the producers were lucky to find Allan
Jackson, an Albertan'who was building a full-scale model of the Arrow.

Canada could never have competed with the U.S., France or Britain in
technology. False. According to Leckie, “We were really a huge techno-
logical power in 1959. After the Arrow was cancelled, its chief designer,

Jim Chamberlain (played by Devine), went down to NASA with 33 Arrow
engineers and designed the space capsule for John Glenn” At the end of

Willy finale.

When the Arrow program was

the mini-series, a list of achieve-
ments by former Arrow scientists
rolls. Watch and weep.

Elwy Yost would never have
become Mr. Movie on TVOntario
if the Arrow hadn't been can-
celled. True. Elwy worked in the
personnel department of A.V. Roe
when 14,500 people lost their
jobs. Try to find Elwy in the
crowd scenes when the Arrow is
unveiled — he’s the one crying
real tears.

8 The Arrow airs Sunday and
Monday at 8 p.m. on CBC
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