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Preview: Raising The Arrow
Raising The Arrow

A TV mini-series conjures up a stratospheric dream

BY BRIAN D. JOHNSON

It is the the original cutbacks story. A prototype for downsizing the National Dream. Canada's Avro Arrow,
the most advanced jet fighter of its day, was a Fifties dream, a warplane forged from the giddy paranoia of
the Cold War. It was a time when anything seemed possible, when Canadians briefly dared to believe that
they could create their own high technology, their own defence policy--and an all-Canadian fighter jet that
would be faster, higher and stronger than any in the world. The dream came crashing down in 1959, when
Prime Minister John Diefenbaker's newly elected, cost-cutting Tory government scrapped the $400-million
Arrow program. deciding instead to buy a $200-million brace of Bomarc missiles from the Americans,
missiles that would turn out to be pointless.

The decision to kill the Arrow--and to demolish every last aircraft--remains a subject of bitter controversy
to this day. There is a dedicated cult of aviation fans known as "Arrowheads" who continue to venerate the
memory of the plane. And there are still those who actively campaign to discredit it, insisting that it was a
lemon. But while the aircraft's reputation remains in dispute, the saga of the Arrow--the subject of at least
eight books, a stage play and now one of the most ambitious mini-series ever made for the CBC--has soared
into the stratosphere of myth and legend.

The passion behind the story was strong enough to lure Ottawa-born actor Dan Aykroyd from Hollywood to
star in his first Canadian production since the early 1970s). The Arrow--to be broadcast on the CBC on Jan.
12 and 13 at 8 p.m.--also marks the first time in two decades that Aykroyd has consented to appear in a TV
drama. "I responded to it as a great Canadian story about what this country can accomplish," says the actor,
who plays Crawford Gordon, the alcohol-challenged president of A. V. Roe Canada Ltd., whose Avro
Aircraft division created the Arrow. "There is no reason we can't have as strong an industry as anywhere in
the world." Aykroyd heads an impressive cast that includes Sara Botsford, Ron White and Christopher
Plummer. But the real star of the four-hour mini-series is the plane itself (See Maclean's review: "A slow
launch for the white ghost").

Three hundred extras are gathered on the tarmac at Winnipeg International Airport, the men in Fifties suits
and fedoras, the women in narrow skirts and seamed stockings. A brass band stands at the ready. And a stiff
Prairie wind snaps at an expanse of blue and gold curtains draped across the mouth of an aircraft hangar.
There are cameras everywhere. A prop newsreel camera is mounted on the roof of a vintage CBC van. A
real CBC camera shoots footage for The National. A documentary crew is filming the filming. Then there
are the movie cameras of the production itself.

The event being re-enacted was originally staged as a publicity stunt on Oct. 4, 1957--the roll-out of the first
Arrow, Canada's great white hope to shoot down Soviet bombers during the Cold War. (Ironically, the news
was blown off the front pages by the Soviet launch of the Sputnik satellite on the same day.) The restaging
of the roll-out on a hot day last July has itself turned into a publicity stunt, a photo opportunity for media
real and fake, as the film-makers prepare to unveil their full-scale replica of the fabled Arrow.

An assistant director barks instructions over a PA system. "Hold your applause to the end," he asks the
crowd. "Then step over the ropes and swarm around the plane when it comes to a stop . . . Quiet please . . .
Roll cameras . . . Action!" The band plays. The curtains open. And the aircraft rolls out of the hangar, its
enormous delta wingspan gleaming white in the summer sun. It looks convincing enough to fly.




As the extras swarm on cue, Elwy Yost, the portly, avuncular host of TV Ontario's Saturday Night at the
Movies, sits on the sidelines, watching in disbelief. Tears fill his eyes. Thirty-nine years ago at Toronto's
old Malton Airport, Yost watched the real Arrow take off on its first test flight. He was then a personnel
employee with A. V. Roe. And a year later, when the plane was scrapped, it was his job to conduct "exit
interviews" with some of the 14,500 A. V. Roe employees who were fired. Yost was also on hand when the
11 existing Arrows--some incomplete, but at least five already test-flown--were destroyed, cut to pieces
under the strict orders of Ottawa's Conservative government. "I will always remember the smell of the
acetylene torches in the big hangars," he recalls, his voice choking. "The smell will live with me for the rest
of my days. Seeing those beautiful planes being demolished--I'll never forgive them for that."

Aykroyd, interviewed in his trailer, expresses similar feelings. "I can see why the program was cancelled,"
he says. "Missiles were coming in. There was pressure from the United States not to have an aerospace
program in Canada. I can't blame old Devil Dief for that. But where I do blame him is in the vindictive and
vengeful way the planes were destroyed. That one or two weren't saved is the real black horror of the story."

The decision to kill the Arrow has become a watershed in modern Canadian history. Just as the
assassination of President John F. Kennedy served as a turning point for America--a fall from grace--the
death of the Arrow, while far less traumatic, marks a symbolic end of innocence for Canadian nationhood.
And like the Kennedy assassination, the event is shrouded in suspicions of conspiracy and coverup. Not
only were the planes demolished, but Ottawa mysteriously ordered all models, blueprints and design
specifications of the Arrow destroyed. Some say Diefenbaker wanted to bury any evidence of the plane's
merits to avoid future embarrassment. Others say it was for security reasons. There has even been published
speculation that the CIA, nervous about the prospect of a foreign aircraft outperforming its top-secret U2
spy plane, had a hand in terminating the Arrow and made sure that every last trace of it was erased.

Whatever the motives, by giving up the Arrow, Canada forfeited a leading role in the aerospace industry
and suffered a dramatic brain drain. The chief engineer in charge of the Arrow, James Floyd, went to
Britain to help develop the supersonic Concorde jetliner. His colleague Jim Chamberlin, along with 25 of
his Avro colleagues, left the country to form the engineering backbone of the National Aeronautics and
Space Administration's Gemini and Apollo space programs. Chamberlin, in fact, helped design the space
shuttle. According to the 1969 book Apollo: The Race to the Moon by Charles Murray and Catherine Bly-
Cox, by scrapping the Arrow "the Canadian government unintentionally gave the American space program
its luckiest break since [German scientist] Wernher von Braun surrendered to the Americans."

But even if the Arrow had survived, it is still debatable whether Canada could have nurtured its own
aerospace industry--especially in the climate of globalization that produced last month's merger of Boeing
and McDonnell Douglas. Julius Lukasiewicz. a professor of aerospace engineering at Carleton University in
Ottawa, argues that Canada was out of its league trying to manufacture its own jet fighter. And A. V. Roe, a
subsidiary of Britain's Hawker Siddeley, milked the Canadian taxpayer "without really risking anything," he
says. But even Lukasiewicz finds the demolition of the planes inexcusable--"the largest R and D
development ever made by the government was wiped out overnight with no attempt to salvage any part of
i."

For Avro veterans, the Arrow romance is rich with regret and nostalgia. Paul Stephens, one of three private
co-producers of the mini-series, recalls going to reunions of Avro employees. "You sit there in a hotel room
full of white-haired men and listen to their testimony," he says. "These are people who went on to land a
man on the moon, but they said working on the Arrow was the best time of their lives. There was this spirit
of enthusiasm and creativity at Avro that they never felt again. You could just tell it was like the Apple
Corp. of the 1950s."

Now that government cutbacks are all the rage, the story of dismantling the Arrow has a painful resonance,
especially for the film-makers. It is, after all, a drama about public spending, set at a time when Ottawa was
just beginning its plunge into deficit financing. And the $7.8-million mini-series may well be the last project
of its scale to be commissioned by a public broadcaster that--not unlike the Arrow--is being chopped on the
grounds that it is obsolete and unaffordable. "The parallels with the CBC are absolutely stunning," says




Stephens. "If we had a political agenda for starting the film in the first place, that was part of it. We have to
tell our own stories, and the CBC is the only place we can tell them." Co-producer Mary Young Leckie
concurs. "To us," she says, "the whole theme of this is that we have to protect our dreamers and our
visionaries."

From the first script proposal to its completion, making The Arrow was a struggle that dragged on for seven
years--longer than Avro spent actually designing and manufacturing the plane. Screenwriter Keith Ross
Leckie (Mary's husband) began working on the script in 1989, just after his CBC drama Where the Spirit
Lives was awarded the Gemini for best television movie. "The morning after we won," recalls Mary Leckie,
"the CBC's first huge cuts were announced. It was devastating.”

Originally, Keith Leckie wrote The Arrow as a TV movie, then as a feature film. Unable to get financing,
the producers repackaged it as a mini-series. Even then, there were problems. "It was very demanding
technically because there were no airplanes left,” says Mary Leckie. "We had to find a way to make the
Arrow fly, which meant using special-effects radio-controlled models and computer-generated graphics.
That's all very well and good if you're doing Top Gun, which the whole world wants to see." But because
the subject was so specifically Canadian. the producers were unable to sell rights to an American
broadcaster. They had to find all their financing in Canada, relying mainly on the CBC, government funding
agencies and the distributor.

With Aykroyd's name providing marquee value, the producers put together a budget. But last January, just
months before filming, they themselves became victims of cutbacks. Ontario Premier Mike Harris's
government froze funding to the Ontario Film Development Corp., one of the key investors. Scurrying to
find an alternative, the producers got financing from the OFDC's counterpart in Manitoba, but that meant
moving the location from Toronto to Winnipeg. They had planned to shoot at Toronto's mothballed
Downsview Air Force Base, which has vacant hangars of just the right vintage. But instead, at much greater
expense, they had to close down part of a working airport in Winnipeg.

"Everyone's cursing Mike Harris," muttered Arrow director Don McBrearty before filming the roll-out
scene. "Downsview was sitting there with these wonderful hangars. We've been flying by the seat of our
pants, trying to find buildings that are appropriate.” For Mary Leckie, losing the Toronto location was a
cruel blow. "It's an Ontario story." says the 41-year-old producer. "And I'm an Ontario girl. It was a story I
grew up with. There's almost no one in Toronto who doesn't know the story of the Arrow, because they've
had some family member or friend affected by it."

On the set in Winnipeg. the troubles escalated. Originally pegged at $7.1 million, the projected budget had
gone almost $1 million over even before filming began. The guarantors (who insure the production) quickly
moved in, threatening to take over the filming. Under the gun, the producers slashed costs, cutting some
scenes and scaling down others. They also raised additional funds, expanding the budget to $7.8 million.

That sounds like a lot, but it is just a fraction of what Hollywood spends on movies requiring special effects.
"We don't have enough money to make this film," said an exhausted-looked McBrearty during a break in
filming last summer. "It's a movie about flying objects that don't fly. The time and technology was more
than they [the producers] had planned on." Then he added: "It's all just a metaphor for the Arrow--they tried
to achieve something well beyond their means."

But there was at least one lucky break. Several months before the shoot, the film-makers were desperately
wondering how they could afford to build a full-scale model of the Arrow. Then, through an Arrowhead
Web site on the Internet, they stumbled across a hobbyist who was already doing just that--Allan Jackson, a
sales estimator for a steel grid manufacturer in Wetaskiwin, 40 km outside of Edmonton. Jackson had spent
six years building an Arrow replica from scratch in his garage and backyard. The film-makers leased the
unfinished model from him, finished it in Winnipeg, then returned it to him after the filming. There were
some problems. The model's framework of pipe metal and wood made it so heavy that the wings sagged.
But they were straightened in post-production with digital effects. Otherwise, the model was a breathtaking
likeness, convincing from just inches away.



As a tecnager, Jackson gave up his dream of studying aeronautics after the Arrow was cancelled. Then in
1990, a book about the planc inspired him to begin building his model. With a magnifying glass and a slide
rule, Jackson, now 60. worked to reproduce the aircraft from small photographs. planning to finish it by the
year 2000. After devoting some 3,000 hours to it, he had "mixed emotions" about handing it over to the
film-makers, he says. "But I felt there would be more ex-Avro people who could see it in the movie, in
1997, than in the year 2000."

The passion surrounding the Arrow, and the mysterious circumstances of its death, make it hard to separate
fact from myth. But screenwriter Keith Leckie, who based his script on Greig Stewart's 1988 book Shutting
Down the National Dream, tapped into new evidence that has cmerged in the past five years. For his 1992
book, Storms of Controversy, department of national defence official Palmiro Campagna unearthed
documents pointing to a web of intrigue involving the U.S. military and the CIA. As the government
scrapped the Arrow on the grounds that manned interceptors were obsolete, it suppressed reports to the
contrary from the American military. And two years later, Ottawa quietly purchased 64 used Voodoo
fighters from the United States for $260 million--planes barely capable of breaking the sound barrier.

Leckie says he became convinced that the Arrow was the target of a top-level smear campaign after former
Conservative minister George Hees, now deceased, told him that a "secret report" was presented to cabinet
stating that the Arrow could fly to only 25,000 feet and had major glitches. The same day Leckie spoke to
former test pilot Peter Cope. "He himself had flown it to 50,000," says Leckie. "And he said, 'Hell, the thing
would have flown to 75,000 with the new engines.""

Much of the debate over the Arrow's capabilities revolves around the high-powered Iroquois engine, which
was being built especially for the plane in Canada. Even with inferior U.S. engines, at least one test pilot
took the Arrow to Mach 1.98 (nearly twice the speed of sound). An Iroquois engine was fitted into one
Arrow, but Diefenbaker scrapped the program one month earlier than expected--before Avro had a chance
to do test flights with the Iroquois. Journalist June Callwood, however, swears to this day that she heard the
roar of an Iroquois-powered Arrow thunder over her home after all the planes had allegedly been
demolished.

The legend of the "phantom" Arrow--a plane that somehow escaped demolition and is still hidden away
somewhere--provides a fanciful ending for the mini-series. "If the film had ended just with the cutting up of
the planes,” says Stephens, "it would have been overwhelmingly sad for the viewers." Screenwriter Leckie
has taken a number of other liberties, darkening the shadows of conspiracy in the drama. He has U.S.
President Dwight Eisenhower dictating policy to Diefenbaker on a fishing trip, although there is no record
of what was said between the two leaders, or if they went fishing.

But a tempestuous scene between Diefenbaker and Gordon in the prime minister's office is based on direct
quotations from a reporter eavesdropping outside the door: "You can't shut down the third largest employer
in Canada!" yells the somewhat inebriated Gordon. "If you don't stop shouting and pounding my desk,"
replies Diefenbaker, "I'll call security and have you thrown out." Leckie stresses that "the important stuff is
accurate, but I took some licence so it would be emotionally involving. What we're doing is building a
legend."

Just as Oliver Stone became a target for taking poetic licence in the movie JFK, Leckie can expect some
heavy flak for romancing the Arrow. Insists Lukasiewicz, one of the country's most vocal Arrow-bashers:
"It is a myth that the cancellation of the Arrow was a disaster for Canada." The scientist, who ran the
National Research Council's high-speed aerodynamics laboratory during the 1950s, maintains that the cost
of the project had spiralled out of control, and the country was simply too small to sustain it--"it was not
financially viable because there was no market for it." Another critic, Philip Pocock, analyzed the Arrow's
design for the NRC during the 1950s. He argues that Avro's performance claims were wrong, "not by 10 per
cent, but by 100 per cent--the numbers just didn't add up."



But former Avro engineer James Floyd, now retired in Toronto at 82. calls those allegations "absolute
rubbish.” He says that NRC officials have been engaged in a "vitriolic" campaign against the Arrow ever
since predicting, falsely, that the plane would never achieve supersonic speed. "Once [test pilot] Jan
Zurakowski flew it at supersonic speed, they must have felt pretty stupid." Adds Floyd: "I've spent so many
years battling these bloody people from NRC, I'm sick to my stomach just talking about it."

Floyd has been engaged in an ongoing feud with historian Michael Bliss, who claims that the Arrow's
reputation has been inflated. "A lot of the former Avro engineers defending their baby late in life have been
quite successful in exploiting a naive nationalist media in Canada," says Bliss. "The myth is, if only the
government had stayed with the Arrow, it was on the high-tech frontier. The myth has functioned in the
interests of the people who feel technology should have a first claim on the public purse."

Whether the historians like it or not, the Arrow has overflown the debate to become a durable icon. In fact,
a Kingston jeweller, Kim Snyder, has created a line of Arrow pins and pendants in silver and gold. He calls
the Arrow's image "a badge of resistance that reminds us of what we can achieve while cautioning against
short-sighted bureaucrats and politicians."

In the same spirit, Mary Leckie says the producers did not want to make "a lament for a nation. We wanted
to say, 'We did it. For one beautiful moment in history, we were the best in the world, and let's do it again
really soon, whether it's with software or movies or music or whatever.' " Amid that kind of idealism, it is
easy to forget that the icon in question, this nostalgic talisman of Canadian sovereignty, was a warplane. A
weapon. It still is, but as the mythmakers propel it to new heights, the Arrow is now engaged in a different
kind of defence--one that requires more attitude than altitude.

With JONATHAN HARRIS in Toronto
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