
Letter to 
Clara Thomas 

from Adele Wiseman 

Canada and give us the opportunity to 
return their hospitality. I believe it was 
you who dubbed that wonderful visit to 
Toronto the Ding Ling Wing Ding. 

YOU know how onerous Margaret nor- 
mally found public appearances to be. 
And YOU also know that it was impossible 
to persuade her to something she didn't 
Want to do. In fact according to her analy- 
sis, the reason we had been friends for so 
long was that we had never tried to tell 
each other what to do. The very rare 
moment indeed when either one of us 
caught herself trying unsolicited advice 
on the other. was immediately followed 
by abject apologies. That was why when 
she volunteered to do something public, 
knowing how much it cost her, I was the 
more grateful. When the Women's Book- 
store was burned down during all that 
bigoted anti-choice activity, I told Marga- 
ret that some of our Second Hundred 
group, (of great Canadian writers), 
namely Joyce Marshall, Miriam Wad- 
dington, Helen Weinzweig, Rachel Wyau 
and I, had volunteered to do a benefit 
reading for the bookshop. Margaret 
immediately asked if she could join us. 
She read with us, andread, as always, well 
and movingly, and what would have been 
a moderately successful event was, with 
her participation, a crowded celebration. 
So it was when I told Margaret that Gary 
Geddes had managed to persuade Ding 
Ling and Chen Ming to come to Canada. 
She threw herself enthusiastically into 
arrangements for their Ontario visit. 

And that's where you came in, through 
Margaret, you, and through you the offer 
from Maurice Elliott, Master of Winters 
College of the guest suite at Winters 
College where we could put them up. That 
was an exciting and a gratifying time. 
Unofficially and spontaneously we had 
the opportunity to show a great Chinese 
writer and patriot, a great woman and 
feminist, a grass roots Canadian wel- 

August 8,1987 

Dear Clara, 
Thank You for Your letter. 1 cannot 

disapprove of any project which honours 
Margaret. AndIcannotrefuse you,know- 
ing how she cared about you. But it is 
simply too soon for me to W to turn her 
into paper. Our long conversation contin- 
ues, a monologue now, but she is not yet 
an absence, though she is silent, but so she 
was to all my rages. As to those rages, 
even in that she left me with some com- 
fort. Not long before she died she phoned 
and told me about something dreadful 
someone had said to her, someone I'd 
warned her about, warnings which she 
had as usual ignored, though as always 
with the rider, "though you're usually 
right, Adele." I was appalled and furious, 
and told her exactly what I thought. She 
offered extenuations for another's gross 
insensitivity which I brushed aside like 
the featherweight excuses they were. She 
asked me please not to talk about what had 
upset her, and I bargained, as usual, about 
whom I might or might not mention it to, 
at what time, and in what detail. When we 
hadcometoanagreement,andwereabout 
to ring off, she said quietly,"I needed your 
anger, Adele." 

Someday I may be able to approach 
Margaret and write about her as a memory 
out of my past, but not now. She's been 
dead only seven months. It's a year since 
we all celebrated her sixtieth birthday at 
that great garden party she and Joan 
Johnston threw in Joan's backyard on the 
banks of the Otonabee. [Editor's Note: 
Joan Johnston's article immediately fol- 
lows this letter]. This time last year we 
still didn't know she was terminally ill, 
though she'd just found out that her kid 
brother was. She wouldn't call the party 
off and disappoint her guests, though she 
already had her ticket for her farewell 
flight West. I think Margaret had begun to 
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accept the need to grieve and celebrate si- 
mu~taneously our unstable lives. Luckily 
for us she gave us a celebration to remem- 
ber in our grief. You're the scholar, 
and have no doubt alreadyremarked what 
I've just noticed, the ironies in that last 
sentence. 

You suggested I might write something 
about the Ding Ling and Chen Ming visit 
in '81. What you didn't know, I daresay, 
what I didn't know myself till quite some 
time after, was that Gary Geddes had 
invited Margaret to go on that trip to 
China, and in refusing, she had suggested 
me instead, as she knew I'd always 
wanted to go to China. And that's how I 
got there. Ding Ling had been a kind of 
myth figure for me for years, a writer in 
life's arenas, not its ivory towers. She was 
a comrade of the great revolutionary lead- 
ers of China in the early days, but when 
she felt that the revolution had not yet 
done as much for women as it should, she 
stood up to her old friend Mao, "we slept 
on the same pallet" and suffered for it. For 
over twenty years, before and during the 
Cultural Revolution, she was banished to 
the hinterland, and for a long period was 
kept in solitary confinement. Her hus- 
band, Chen Ming, who was also banished, 
told of how they would smuggle heart to 
each other. The men knew of the path she 
was taken on for her solitary walk, and 
they would leave encouraging messages 
on leaves along the path, little poems, for 
each other, in the Chinese pictograph 
script, poems, for instance, about the sail 
that wouldone day show over the horizon. 

By the time I got to China their ship had 
arrived, and Ding Ling, rehabilitated, was 
now the vice-Chairperson of the Chinese 
Writers' Association. She entertained us 
sumptuously at a Peking Duck banquet, 
and with great warmth privately for tea in 
her own home. When our gang of seven 
heard that she and her husband were in 
Iowa, we pleaded with them tocome up to 






