My Voyage Arou

TED HARRISON

Whales of Monterey School, acrylic on carvas, 16 in x 20 in, 2003,

Inside sat Harrison on a simple folding chair,
contemplating a painting before him. Sounds of Beethoven
thuncered from the room, Even From cuside, 1 felt his
concentration, his intensity, After T gol his attention, he
looked over the easel, smiled, and greeted me with an
open, gentle grin. He ushered me inside a sunny space
covered i bright, happy paintings,

During a lunch of pea soup (whipped up by Harrison,
who is as passionate abour cooking as painting), he asked
me (o write his biography. | was stunned. His whimsical,
playtul paintings had enchanted me since 1 discovered
1980,
privilege. And immensely daunting. This project would

them in the T werite his life SIOTY WHIS AN Tmen s
demand the commitment and stamina of a marathoner,
The relationship between biographer and subject often
becomes as complex as that between spouses,

Owver the past 10 years, T have written feature articles for
several puhlications and written two books, [ have also
ghost-written Diographics and saw this as an opporiuniey o
build o those experiences, but with a difference. Harrison,
now B3, is an internationally acclaimed antist — a national
treasure. This would be the first independent book about
him Che wrote o memaorr in 1980, The opportumity o work
with this delightful man was irresistible and T happily
accepted. And so my four-vear relationship with artist,
author and raconteur Ted Harrison began,

Within weeks, my obsession with Harrison was as firmly
entrenched as the Yukon permafrost. IF T wasn't with
Harrison, T was researching, reading or thinking about hin.
NChat, or whom, were the pivotal influences that shaped his
life? What inspired his artistic expression? Who was the man
hehind the public profile? Bur there were hurdles in my
search o understand him.

Although those tips ook me to the heart of the two lands

that Harrison loves, ©still struggled o fully understand the pivotal

moments in his life. And then fae imervened, In June of 2008,
Harrison, a widower since

] N o ok 2000, moved into a

led Harrison, who has retirement home, While
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clippings, leters, diaries

and photographs appeared.
A draft of an abandoned

long summer sun.” memoir, speeches and letters
. From students, fans, friends

(one from ex-president

Ronald Reagan) added to my growing arsenal of information,

I had struck biographer-gold, Before long, my tdy seniting stucio

was ransformed into a jumble of Harrison memorabilia,
Collectors began o send images of sketches and paintings.

I powred over wndreds of pictures of paintings and worked

through decades of documents, When his twin sister died in July

of 2008, more material surfaced from among her papers. As the

A biggrapher takes four yvears to find

what insp dl what
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studio attached to the main house.
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Orver the first two vears, his health was precarious,
making intcrvicws sporadic. The storics he wold me were
often repeats of well-known narmatives. And, as with many
truly great people, Ted Harrison is self-effacing and does nal
easily talk about his accomplishiments. T needed help.

As word of my project spread, little miracles happened.
Garth Graham, responsible for “discovering” Harrison and
mounting his first exhibition in the Yukon library in 1969,
sent an e-mail, as did Walter Gray, who in 1972 intreduced
Harrison to Ontarios art establishment, Uneold stories from
them, and others who knew him, emerged, each leading o
ancther contact, another piece in the puzzle that my
research had become

To unearth fresh, unknown details, especially of
Harrison's early life, T New to Wingate, a village in northeast
England where he was orn, T walked through the strects
he had known as a child, imagining them 70 yvears ago,
when the Wingate Grange Colliery defined the wown. The
coalmine s gone, Green rolling hills cover what remains
of the black slagheaps and fresh North Sea breezes have

replaced the stench of the

“Over the first two pit. 1 stood before the brick
terraced home in which
) Harrison spent his youth.
years, his health was I then wandered along Front
Strect, imagining how il
precanous, making looked in his day. In the

ez by 'n'i||;|H:.' of
Spennvmaoor, 1 met Norman

Comish, a life-long fricnd
of Harrison and alse a
celebrated artist. During that

visit, | learncd about

5 of Harrison's art college davs

aned that trody grean people
" can be as ordinary as tea

and biscuits,
The Yukon was Ted
Harrison's muse. S0, during the cooling days of lae
summer in 2007, T went there to retrace a wrip he'd made
up the
carlier, T experienced that landscape, not as a forhidding
wilderness, but as the symphony of colowrs that Harrison

Yukon River o Dawson City in a riverboat 20 years

paints. T learned that silence is as nourishing as caribou
stew and that nothing beats wild bluchermy pie. 1 also
Tearned that Yukoners measure peaple by who they are,
nol what they do. T found wuchable history in abandoned
trappers’ cabins and deserted homesteads. Before T left,

| discovercd why Ted Harrisen, who has dined with kings
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romnatoes that ripen under the Yukon's long summer sun,

project took shape, 1 struggled over what 1o choose from among
this embarrassment of riches, Lavers of Harrison analvsis vet o
b completed smothered thoughts of vacations, holidavs or even
a weekend goofeoff. Yet, each day was as exciting as when we
first met.

After four vears, [ finished the hook, 1 ited i Ted Harrison:
Feinting Pavadize, inspired by the pamting that was on s casel
the day we met, and w reflect the man who 40 years earlier
began 1o change how Yukoners see themselves and how others
see the Morth,

This was a treasured tme wicth a special person, one who
erught me thae however rich or how famous we may become or
how ordinary we remain, joy lies in the courage to express our
passion, be it painting, composing music or growing a garden
I came o understand thar the essence of this man is reflected in
wehat he paints: eternal optimism and joy in everyday life, T feel
that his most significant legacy is the cheery innocence that leaps
from his paintings straight into our hearts: a linde dog surprising
a gagale of ravens, children whogganing, friends sharing stories
bengath a sky « i d:lz.{lir]g stars: simple ]‘Jll.".mll-_'.a that, when Imn;,-
together, make

An exhibition of Harrison paintings 5 on at the Legacy A

a life,

Gallery and Calé, For more information about the exhibit and
Gibson's new book go o wewtedharrisonhicgraphy.com. W



