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Bon Echo: The Denison Years documents the era when famous artists, intellectuals and
theatrical personalities visited the strikingly beautiful Lake Mazinaw area in Ontario’s rugged
Land O’ Lakes district, to both play and work. From the construction of Bon Echo Inn by
American Dr. Weston Price to the creation of today’s Bon Echo Provincial Park, the author has
been privy to the "inside" story.The struggles and ideals of the early Toronto feminist Flora
MacDonald Denison and her author-playwright son, Merrill, are well recorded in this important
book. The author, a good storyteller, obviously learned plenty from the old master during her
many years as his manuscript typist, a relationship that ended with Merrill Denison’s death in
1975.

Bon Echo: The Denison Years documents the era when famous artists, intellectuals and
theatrical personalities visited the strikingly beautiful Lake Mazinaw area in Ontario's rugged
Land O' Lakes district, to both play and work. From the construction of Bon Echo Inn by
American Dr. Weston Price to the creation of today's Bon Echo Provincial Park, the author has
been privy to the "inside" story.The struggles and ideals of the early Toronto feminist Flora
MacDonald Denison and her author-playwright son, Merrill, are well recorded in this important
book. The author, a good storyteller, obviously learned plenty from the old master during her
many years as his manuscript typist, a relationship that ended with Merrill Denison's death in
1975.--This text refers to the paperback edition.From the Inside FlapThe story of author/
playwright Merrill Denison and his feminist mother Flora MacDonald leads to the creation of
today's Bon Echo Park. --This text refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorMary Savigny
was born Mary Kirby in Sheffield, Yorkshire, England, in 1923. In 1942 she joined the RAF as an
operations room plotter. After the war she moved to Northbrook, Ontario, where she later met
Merrill Denison. In 1987 she and her husband John retired to Kingston, Ontario.--This text refers
to the paperback edition.Read more
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From The Sunset of Bon Echo, April-May, 1916 issue.

ForewordGrowing up in England, I learned very little about Canada. I knew it was a big, pink
space on the world map. It was called the bread basket of the world and Grandma’s sister had
lived in a soddy in Saskatchewan. Typing Merrill Denison’s manuscripts, I learned more about
Canada than most who are born here. I learned something of the people who had created a
nation in this immense and often formidable land which Merrill described as “a precarious
creation, geographically, politically and racially.”Forty-odd years ago I learned something about
publishing a book. Now I learn that I know nothing about publishing a book. Barry Penhale,
whose eight years’ of gentle persuasion brought me to write this, spoke of hard drive, hard disks,
floppy disks, draft copy, hard copy and other strange concepts. I typed this manuscript as I
always used to do, on a typewriter, of the sort now used as boat anchors.My heartfelt thanks to



my daughter-in-law, Karen, and my grandson, Michael, without whose patient help and up-to-
date equipment at the office of Savigny Real Estate in Cloyne, I couldn’t have coped. Loving
thanks, too, to my three children; Janet Birnie, David and John Merrill, for their support and
valuable contributions.Alice and Frank Beswick deserve my thanks. They provided lots of
information, not least of which are the early photographs of the Inn. The Beswicks were among
the first to buy a Mazinaw property from Merrill and with their daughter, Jan Foy, became good
friends of the Denisons.Clyde Bell, who was editor and co-owner of The Tweed News from 1964
to 1986, responded instantly to my queries about his friendship with Merrill. He remembered
hearing about the plays performed in the 1920’s in the Orange Hall. He recounted that building’s
chequered history and eventual renovation to become The Tweed Playhouse. He told me, too,
about Merrill’s meeting with Aubrey Fessenden in 1930. Many thanks, Clyde.The staff of the
Archives of Queen’s University, Kingston, were most helpful in guiding my husband and me to
the right boxes in which to search for Bon Echo photographs.It is to my best friend and husband
of fifty-three years, John Savigny, I owe an enormous debt. When I was busy scribbling, he didn’t
complain about the dust bunnies assembling under the kitchen table. Without John’s
encouragement, patient cooperation and significant help all along the way this book would not
have been published.At Kingston, OntarioMARY SAVIGNY 1997

1Bon Echo from the InsideMany hundreds of people visit and enjoy Bon Echo Provincial Park on
Lake Mazinaw, near Cloyne, Ontario. Very few people know, or even care, about the man whose
gift of land made their enjoyment possible. Merrill Denison was fifty-eight years old when my
husband and I first met him in 1951. We could not have known how that meeting would
eventually change the course of our lives. That meeting led to an association and friendship
which lasted until Merrill died in 1975.My husband, John Savigny, ex-RCAF, and I, a war bride
and ex-WAAF, had given up what some people might have thought was a good life in Toronto,
with a bright future. We had an apartment on Jarvis Street, John had an office job with Canadian
Westinghouse, but it was hard to make ends meet and harder to see how we could ever own a
home so, after a year in the city, we decided to leave it all behind. With help from the Department
of Veterans’ Affairs, we bought an old farmstead and three hundred acres on Highway 41, south
of Northbrook, in Lennox & Addington County. The intention was to set up a radio repair and
electrical appliance business.On the 1st of August, 1947, with our two-year old daughter, Janet,
and our two-month old Springer Spaniel, Sally, we loaded our possessions on our 1934
Chevrolet half-ton truck, said goodbye to the rat race and set off to face an unpredictable future
in the wilds of Eastern Ontario. We also said goodbye to indoor plumbing, hot water on tap and
heat at the flick of a switch. But we were free, able to direct our own destiny. Fortunately our
wartime air force experiences in Britain had prepared us for less-than-luxurious living. That was
helpful as our new home didn’t even have a kitchen sink, but it did have electricity and out in the
yard there was a well with a hand pump.Author’s sketch of Merrill Denison.With John’s wartime
training and occupation in radar, further training in electronics and his interest in radio, he lost no



time in setting up shop. With a few radio tubes, test equipment and tools, he was in business. On
a tree beside the highway he hung a sign which I had painted. It proclaimed “Savigny Electric—
Radio and Electrical Sales and Service.” That very first day John had a customer who needed
his radio repaired. The sun was shining, our little girl had a safe place to play, there were apples
to be picked and we were happy.It was over three years later that Mike Schwager, the caretaker
at Bon Echo, brought in his battery radio. That being satisfactorily repaired, Mike came back to
say that Mr. Denison would like John to go to Bon Echo, to repair his radio. During conversation
at Bon Echo, Merrill asked John if he knew of anyone in the area who could type. John explained
that I could, that I had typed manuscripts in England for Sir Osbert Sitwell and for his sister,
Dame Edith Sitwell. “Beyond belief!” said Merrill and summoned John to bring me to Bon
Echo.Though it was a sunny afternoon in late summer when John drove me there, my first
impression of Bon Echo was that it was a dark and gloomy place, with great pines keeping out
the sun. I saw the Rock across the lake, a massive stone wall. In my English experience, holiday
times were spent at the sea coast or on the Yorkshire or Derbyshire moors where the horizon
was low and one could see forever. I wondered why anyone would want to spend their summers
in such a confining place. The interview was conducted in the parking space between
Greystones and Dollywood, the two largest cottages on the property. Merrill came out from
Dollywood, a slow-moving man of medium height, somewhat overweight, with a large head and
dark complexion. I sat in the car while Merrill, stern and unsmiling, peered in at me. The
conversation has gone from my memory, but I’ll always remember the penetrating stare of those
deep brown eyes and two moles, one on each eyelid.A few days later Merrill brought me the
rough draft of an article about logging on the Ottawa River, I think it was. On my old Remington
typewriter, circa 1924, I turned out the “fair copy,” and those were the first of hundreds and
hundreds of pages I typed for Merrill.In those first years we had heard stories, myths and
legends about Bon Echo. It was a vast, private estate in the north of Frontenac County with
umpteen miles of shoreline on Lake Mazinaw, including the towering granite cliff known as Bon
Echo Rock. Mr. and Mrs. Denison were summer people, a grumpy pair of authors who had no
social connection with the village. No one dare set foot on the property. The gate at the highway
was kept closed and, if spotted, anyone approaching by boat would be sent away. We were told
that Bon Echo had been a summer resort, at one time run by Denison’s mother who had had an
inscription known as Old Walt carved on the face of the Rock. It was her tribute to an American
poet, Walt Whitman, whose theories of world-wide democracy appealed to her.Later, Denison’s
wife ran the place. Some could remember how strict and demanding she was. In 1936 the main
building, Bon Echo Inn, burned and thereafter Bon Echo became the private summer retreat we
came to know. We heard that naked little boys, painted like Indians, had been seen playing near
the front gate. Merrill told us later that these were the children of W.O. (Bill) Mitchell, author of
Who Has Seen The Wind. Their mother had used lipstick on their faces and tummies when they
played Cowboys and Indians. It wasn’t intended they should wander off as far as the gate.A
more serious criticism was that Denison had not only offended the local people, but he’d even



made a lot of money from a book he had written which ridiculed the locals. That book was Boobs
In The Woods, sixteen hilarious sketches of Muriel’s and Merrill’s unique experiences as
managers of their wilderness summer resort. In no way was it a put-down of the local people.
The “Boobs” were Muriel and Merrill. Of course, not one of those critics had actually read the
book. It was all hearsay.



Artist's Tree, “Beautiful. A great look at an era of Canada. Merrill Denison was a great Canadian
playwright.”

Ottawa 7, “Five Stars. Nice historical book.”

The book by Mary Savigny has a rating of  5 out of 3.7. 3 people have provided feedback.
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