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How my rescue dog, Pumpkin, 
rescued me right back  TO8
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Celebrating  
people & placesgetherto

Comedian Brandon Ash-Mohammed — photographed by  

Luis Mora — kicks off a celebration of our most hilarious citizens

Let’s laugh!



“Everyone knows any food that’s fried is better!” So 
proclaims Jerome Robinson, a.k.a. the Heartbreak 
Chef, the progenitor of the truly fearsome Big-Ass 
Chicken Sandwich at his Dundas West restaurant. 
“If you’ve only seen it online, you might think it’s a 
camera angle or exaggerated,” Robinson says of this 
absolute beast. “That isn’t the case when you see it for 
yourself. We serve comfort food, and comfort food 
has to come from the heart. We put everything we 
have into our food, and we want our guests to feel that 
when they take their fi rst bite.” 
There is a sense of fun in everything Robinson does, 
from the food names (there’s also the Dutty Chicken 
Sandwich and the Mac & Charlie) to his hilarious 
Instagram Stories cooking segments. “When you walk 
into our restaurant, you can tell how much myself and 
the staff love being there, and I feel that’s refl ected in 
our food,” he says. “We don’t just want you to have a 
meal — we want you to have an experience.” 

Robinson’s perennially upbeat attitude is particu-

larly impressive given that he opened the Heartbreak 
Chef at the beginning of the pandemic. Being a takeout 
and delivery joint has been a huge help, he says — and 
so has the community around him. “It’s been tough, 
but we just try to keep a positive attitude and push 
through. We get tons of support from our community 
and try to work with and collaborate with as many 
people as we can, not just in the food industry but in 
fashion, art and music too,” Robinson says. “Restau-
rants aren’t the only industry going through this — 
everyone is. So it’s important to us that we try to 
support everyone where we can, and they have been 
doing the same for us in return.” 

The restaurant has run a program where all kids 
eat for free and has donated meals to both hospitals 
and essential workers. “It’s important to us because 
we feel we’ve been getting so much support from our 
neighbourhoods from day one,” Robinson says. “We 
just want to make sure we show our appreciation as 
much as we can.” 

Comfort food meets community spirit at the Heartbreak Chef

E AT

A comprehensive compendium of Sunday living 
ideas, sourced from some of Toronto’s most 
fascinating citizens and compiled by Briony Smith
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Hey, batter batter

Whoa, baby! 
Chef Jerome 
Robinson gets 
to grips with 
his legendardy 
sandwich.  

PHOTO BY ALI HASSAN

One of Canada’s 
comedy elder 
statesmen recos 
four books certain 
to tickle your funny 
bone

Ali Hassan hosts “Laugh Out 
Loud” on the CBC; he is a frequent 
“Canada Reads” host; and he has 
toured his one-man stage show 
across the country and beyond. 
Now, the father of four is releasing 
a comedy album with Dave Merheje 
(with a portion of the proceeds  
going to charity), and a memoir, 
“Is There Bacon in Heaven? And 
Other Pressing Questions from a 
Muslim,” due out this fall. “I hope 
my comedy can show how alike we 
all actually are,” says Hassan. 

L I S T E N

GOTTA 
SMILE
Brendan D’Souza 
on life-brightening 
local podcasts

“I Must Say: My Life as a Humble 
Comedy Legend” by Martin Short

“Martin Short is a national treasure 
and a comedic goldmine! It’s a great 
journey to go on with him, and while 
it’s fun and funny, be prepared for 
dark spots too.”

“I Know I Am, but What Are 
You” by Samantha Bee

“I’m teaching a section on Samantha 
Bee and political comedy in my 
stand-up comedy class at Queen’s. 
This collection will help you appre-
ciate why she’s so good at being 
merciless in her comedy.” 

“A Brief History of Oversharing: 
One Ginger’s Anthology of 
Humiliation” by Shawn Hitchins

“If you revel in reading about the 
embarrassment of others — namely, 
Shawn himself — this is a fun read.”

SCAN THIS 

CODE TO 

SEE JEROME’S 

TOP TORONTO 

FOOD PICKS. 

(SUNDAY 

LUNCH, 

ANYONE?)
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“Trust No Aunty” by Maria Qamar 

“This is both a comic book and a 
coffee-table art piece. If you’re South 
Asian, it really hits home. And if you 
want to know more about the lives 
of the children of South Asian immi-
grants, this is a great starting point.” 

In response to a New Year’s Day 
break-up, Brendan D’Souza started 
“Shredded: The Post Break Up 
Podcast.” “It helped me to talk 
about painful things I would other-
wise avoid,” says the comedian. “I 
love thinking that my podcast could 
help someone the way it helped me.” 

“Shredded: 
The Post Break 
Up Podcast”
“‘Every episode, 
I sit down with a 
different come-
dian to unpack 
their worst 
breakup and 
talk about their 
lowest points, 
jokes they’ve 
written about 
it and, most 
importantly, 
what their 
breakup anthem 
was.” 

“Nostalgique” 
“Listening to an 
episode feels 
like hanging out 
with old friends 
after years 
apart. The 
show discusses 
pop stars from 
the ’90s and 
early 2000s, 
and there are 
hot takes, take-
downs, impres-
sions and jokes 
that come so 
fast they give 
you whiplash.” 

“The Liquid 
Courage 
Podcast” 
“Host Amanda 
Pereira is so 
talented it’s 
intimidating, but 
her show is all 
about exploring 
her self-doubt. 
She interviews 
female artists 
and shares 
stories and 
advice. It should 
be mandatory 
listening for 
every artist.”

“Sidenote”
“Hosts Greg and 
Mitch are your 
dream science 
teachers: they’re 
hilarious, they’re 
charming as hell 
and they explain 
everything in 
super-acces-
sible ways that 
even someone 
like me can 
understand. 
Science is super 
cool and appli-
cable to every-
thing, yo!” 

FUNNY KIDS TAKE THE MIC: “What do vegan zombies eat? GRAAIIIINNNSSSS.” — Ellis, 5



“Clowns” may not generally be 
considered an essential service, 
but at the Holland Bloorview Kids 
Rehabilitation Hospital, they 
definitely are. Manuel Rodriguez 
(a.k.a. Nurse Polo) and Suzette 
Araujo (a.k.a. Nurse Flutter) are 
the in-house therapeutic clowns at 
the facility, where you’ll find kids 
with some of the most complicated 
health issues in Toronto, including 
brain injuries, serious damage 
from accidents and other health 
challenges, and who therefore 
require intensive rehab or long-
term residential care. The clowns’ 
work, which incorporates music, 

slapstick, singing, dancing and a 
mega-dose of improv, is considered 
so important to the wellbeing of the 
patients that they never stopped 
working, even during the early 
days of the pandemic — they just 
learned to make people laugh while 
wearing a lot of PPE.

How do you explain therapeutic 
clowning to people? Manuel: “A 
parent once said it best to me: 
‘You’re like a big, live toy for 
the kids to play with.’ We work 
with the other staff like nurses 
and physiotherapists a lot. For 
example, there’s one three-

year-old who had a stroke, and we 
play with him when he rides his 
therapy bike through the halls. He 
chases us and we pretend we’re so 
afraid for our lives in this really 
silly way, and he has such a blast 
that he doesn’t even realize he’s 
going through painful rehab.”
Do the teenagers ever think they’re 
too cool for clowns? Suzette: “We 
had a 15-year-old with scoliosis 
who was in a lot of pain. When we 
introduced ourselves, she mouthed 
‘Help me’ to her dad, and we were  
like ‘This girl is awesome, she 
has a sense of humour!’ Now she 
directs us in TikTok dances, and 

she pretends her shirt has a voice 
and we have to obey everything it 
says, like getting locked in her bath-
room. She went from ‘help me’ to 
now she’ll barely let us leave!”
What’s the most challenging part 
about your job? Suzette: “We try 
to find the joyful moments in the 
present, but you do sometimes 
fall in love with your clients, so it’s 
really hard when you get bad news.”
What do you love most about your 
job? Manuel: “The child in me 
wants to play all the time, and ther-
apeutic clowning is completely set 
up for that — it’s almost therapy for 
me too.” 

As Leah Rumack reports,therapeutic clowns Nurse Flutter and Nurse Polo bring  
joy to kids when they need it most. Here, they play for Kristina Dittmar’s camera
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Send in the clowns

cO m e Dy  f l A S H b Ac k :  1 975

SwEET aS candy

c H A N g e m A k e R S

It was 1975 when nine-year old 
Donald Cowper got a call from 
his Uncle John, asking if he’d be 
willing to act on TV.

Donald, whose favourite show 
was “The Six Million Dollar 
Man,” jumped at the chance to 

‘SCTV’ launched Toronto’s John Candy 
to superstardom. Jessica Dee Humphreys 
charts the birth of an icon

Candy, one of Canada’s most 
beloved and most missed come-
dians. John died in 1994 at 43, 
but during his short life, he gave 
us some of the world’s best comic 
performances.  

The entire “SCTV” cast in this 
photo captured by Star photogra-
pher Erin Combs — Joe Flaherty, 
Eugene Levy, Catherine O’Hara, 
Dave Thomas, Andrea Martin, 
and John Candy — each rose 
to stardom. On TV, movies and 
Broadway, their profound talents 
and uniquely weird Canadian 
humour charmed audiences 
around the world.

As a boy, Donald would visit his 
Aunt Rose and Uncle John’s tiny 
Toronto apartment and marvel at 
the giant stuffed Goofy doll that 
sat in the living room. Funny and 
creative, John was still struggling 
with low-budget gigs, trying to 
make it as an actor.  “We always 
teased him about getting a real 
job,” says Donald now, with a 
laugh. 

Once “SCTV” hit, however, 
Candy’s rise to fame was swift, and 
soon the family delighted in seeing 
his name in the local newspaper, 
then in national magazines, and 
then boom! “It was quite some-
thing to watch his career take 
off,” says Donald. “It grew and 
grew and all of a sudden he was 
this giant celebrity!”

For two years, young Donald 
had a variety of roles on the show, 
including the surly child drunk 
in the parody PSA “Children on 
Booze” and the bed-ridden invalid 

meet his hero Lee Majors. He was 
disappointed when Uncle John 
told him it wouldn’t be for that 
primetime hit, but instead for a 
new local show he was creating, 
called “SCTV.”

Uncle John was, of course, John 

begging Babe Ruth (Candy) to 
hit him a home run, then stand 
on his head, eat 50 hotdogs, and 
turn cartwheels before the Great 
Bambino finally throttled him.

One of Donald’s favourite skits 
featured Candy’s “Mr. Science” 
c h a r a c t er,  t he  d e b auc he d , 
hungover science teacher who, 
awakened by a little boy, teaches 
him how to make a cup of coffee 
and light a cigarette (Donald’s 
character was named Eddie, but 
Candy kept calling his nephew by 
his real name).

“We had never rehearsed the 
scene and I didn’t know how to 
make coffee, so I started pouring 
the whole jar of crystals into the 
cup,” recalls Donald. “I take him 
the mug and you can see in the 
sketch he nearly does a spit-take, 
but manages to get the line out, 
‘This is good coffee!’”

While those years on the set 
were memorable, what Donald 
remembers most about his uncle  
is his kindness. “John Candy was 
exactly what people hoped he was: 
sweet and loving.”

He shares an anecdote that 
illustrates Candy’s generosity of 
spirit. “When Uncle John became 
very famous, I was in high school 
and my brother and I invited 
him to speak on the history of 
comedy. Kids piled outside the 
auditorium, pressing to get in. 
He was supposed to be there for 
45 minutes.  He stayed for hours, 
and then took a bunch of us out 
to dinner. That’s the kind of guy 
he was.”

FUNNY KIDS TAKE THE MIC: “What kind of doughnut can fly? A plain doughnut!”  — Charlie, 6

In the writers’ room with  
(left to right) Joe Flaherty, 
Eugene Levy, Catherine  
O’Hara, Dave Thomas,  
Andrea Martin and  
John Candy.
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Laugh out loud
Brandon Ash-Mohammed is changing the face of Toronto  
comedy. The Ethnic Rainbow producer, podcaster and stand-up 
star talks to Amil Niazi about how humour can inspire change

How does one find joy in a year 
that has been largely defined by 
its hardships, struggles and sacri-
fices? For comedian Brandon Ash- 
Mohammed, it’s by spending a lot of 
time with three important women 
in his life: his mother, his grand-
mother and Lindsay Lohan. “I’ve 
just been watching her old movies: 
‘Confessions of a Teenage Drama 
Queen,’ ‘Mean Girls,’ ‘The Parent 
Trap,’” he says with a warm laugh. 
“They’re so pure!”

When I reach Ash-Mohammed 
over Zoom, he’s sitting in front of 
a perfectly DIYed theatrical red 
curtain that has been the back-
drop for his ongoing virtual comedy 
shows and Instagram Lives. On 
those platforms, he talks blended 
dog families, glows about the film-
ography of Queen Latifah or does 
one of his trademark riffs on the 
travails of coming out. (“My mom 
says, ‘Brandon, you’re either gonna 
tell us you’re gay or pregnant,’ and 
my grandmother says, ‘He looks 
like both.’”) The red curtain is 
the perfect symbol of the way 
performers, from musicians and 
magicians to choreographers and 
comedians, have adapted their art 
during the pandemic. 

Anyone used to performing in 
front of a live audience in intimate 
spaces has had to quickly figure out 
a new way to exist, connect with 
their community and, of course, 
make a living. Ash-Mohammed has 
made the best of it: he does the odd 
Zoom show and has a podcast with 
fellow Toronto-based comedian 
Andrew Johnston called “Sittin’ up 
in Our Room.” But it hasn’t always 
been easy. “Performing has been 
made easier because you can liter-
ally do it from the comfort of your 
bed, as I do sometimes! But when 
you perform on Zoom, you [some-
times] can’t hear the audience,” he 
tells me.

Still, he knew he had to find a 

way to continue doing stand-up so 
he could carry on the important 
visibility work he does as Canada’s 
first Black and openly gay stand-up 
and creator of the Ethnic Rainbow, 
the country’s first live comedy 
show that’s exclusively made up 
of queer comedians of colour. 
When Ash-Mohammed started in 
comedy 10 years ago, there were no 
comedians like him performing in 
Canada. “For years, I struggled to 
get noticed and, at the same time, 
I didn’t feel like there was a space 
for myself by someone like myself,” 
he says. Turns out the audience had 
been there all along. In 2018, when 
the Ethnic Rainbow premiered 
at the legendary Comedy Bar on 
Bloor Street, the managers booked 
the venue’s small room. Based on 
the overwhelming response, they 
added an early show and sold out 
both. 

Ash-Mohammed’s first comedy 
album, “Capricornication” — 
which hit number one on the come-
dy-album chart on iTunes when it 
debuted last summer — enjoyed 
similar acclaim. Ash-Mohammed 
began to envision the album during 
one of his many long lockdown 
walks, another big source of joy 
over the past year. The resulting 
album is a wry, winking look at 
everything from identity to cheap 
groceries. One standout moment 
on the album is when he takes on 
his ethnically ambiguous name 
and appearance. In describing what 
it’s like to have people confuse him 
for being Muslim because of his 
name, Ash-Mohammed says, “I’ve 
been trying to come up with an 
analogy to describe to people how 
I can look like a Muslim and have a 
Muslim last name but not actually 
be Muslim. Here’s what I’ve come 
up with: I am to Muslims what the 
peanut is to nuts. It’s like, I look like 
a nut, I have nut in my name, but I 
am a legume.” 

Initially, he just wanted to get the 
work out, but Ash-Mohammed saw 
another opportunity to give back — 
which has become his trademark 
— and contribute to the spaces he 
values. “I didn’t want it to be just 
about me,” he says. So he decided to 
donate all the proceeds of “Capri-
cornication” to three Toronto 
charities, including 2 Spirits, 
an organization that helps First 
Nations, Métis and Inuit people 
living with or at risk for HIV and 
related co-infections in the GTA. 
His record label, Howl & Roar, will 

‘‘I didn’t want 
it to just be 
about me,” 
says Bran-
don-Ash 
Moham-
med, who 
is donating 
all proceeds 
from his 
new com-
edy album 
to Toronto 
charities.  

s p ot l i g h t

match the final donation.  
T h is desire to help ot hers 

perfectly encapsulates the gener-
osity of Ash-Mohammed both as 
a performer and as a friend. As 
we talk more about his sources of 
joy from the past year, he’s quick 
to point to other local comedians, 
like Ben Sosa Wright (“He did an 
impression of popcorn being burnt 
in the microwave, and it made me 
laugh so hard!”); Coko Galore, 
artistic and managing director of 
Bad Dog Theatre, who created a 
YouTube channel for the theatre 
called Bad Dog Comedy TV; and 
his Sittin’ up in Our Room podcast 
co-host Andrew Johnston. Each 
of these comedians he shouts out 
is part of an exciting, innovative 
local comedy scene that, despite the 
devastation to their industry this 
year, is thriving. As so many experts 
and media sound the death knell for 
cities like ours, Ash-Mohammed is 
determined to remain rather than 
flee, to survive and thrive — and 
see his beloved scene continue to 
flourish. “I’m here! I love Toronto 
and I want to stay.” 
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C h a n g e m a k e r

Leah Houston and her Etobicoke  
community have reimagined what an 
outdoor food bank could look like
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A pantry with heart

When food banks closed due 
to COVID last March, Leah 
Houston, the artistic director of 
community arts organization 
MabelleArts, got, well, creative. 
She and her team started a deliv-
ery-to-door service for the central 
Etobicoke neighbourhood’s 10 
most vulnerable households. “It 
was me and my trusty Toyota 
buying groceries and bringing 
them to folks’s homes, with tons 
of logistical support from Mabelle 
staff,” says Houston. 

By June, MabelleA rts had 
partnered with a local food bank 
and was serving 100 households 
on Mabelle Avenue. Houston 
brought in Nicolette Felix, a chef 
and food security specialist, to 
take the idea to the next level. 
That’s when Mabelle Pantry, a 
free farmer’s market-style food 
bank in Mabelle Park, was born. 
To keep it running during the 
winter months has required 
fortitude — and imagination. 
“We purchased an ice fishing hut 
and transformed our trailer and 
garden shed into food distribu-
tion hubs with flags and lights,” 
says Houston, whose arts group 

also produced a special audio 
project with more than 70 seniors 
who were experiencing isolation 
during COVID. (Organizations 
like Minto have stepped into 
provide support.) The pantry now 
serves close to 400 households.

Houston says that the sense of 
ownership the community has 
over the park is key to the project’s 
success. “Mabelle Park is a hub 
that residents have built together 
over 14 years, transforming it 
from a neglected green space into 
a vibrant community meeting 
place…. The most striking thing 
is watching Mabelle participants 
being there for each other and 
for us in times of needs. We care 
for them but they care for us 
too — it truly is a community in 
that way.” A resident of Mabelle 
Avenue echoes that sentiment. 
“ W hen I was a little g irl, I 
dreamed of living in the country-
side with animals and nature but 
that dream didn’t come true,” she 
recently told Houston. “But now 
I have the park. Every morning I 
wake up and look outside at the 
park with the two trailers and it 
is like a dream.”

My mother’s beauty is a storied 
thing in our family, a story that 
begins with a tale of love at first 
sight.

As my father tells it, it was not 
ethereal beauty but rather the 
glimpse of a celestial soul that 
compelled him to proclaim eternal 
love to a stranger on a plane some 

After her mom’s cancer diagnosis, Jennifer Lee  discovered 
new depths of feeling — and the mythological power of a wig 

A mother’s beauty

50 years ago. And if you met my 
mother, you would believe him.

On the doorstep of 80, my 
mother wears her wrinkles with 
serenity. Between her brows are 
sloped creases, the worry a parent 
assumes when allowing their chil-
dren the freedom to discover their 
own paths. Across her forehead are 

stacked lines, deepened with each 
generous act for someone else. 
Together, these imprints are the 
vestiges of a beautiful life defined 
by devotion, compassion and 
understanding.

Then there are the missing 
wrinkles, those that fearlessness 
refused. In their absence is the 
courage of an immigrant from 
Taipei seeking a new life for her 
young family in small-town New 
Brunswick; the heroism of a 
mother modelling kindness for her 
four children; and, most recently, 
the lionheart of a cancer patient. 

Two years ago, my parents 
moved from Saint John to Toronto 
to be closer to their grandchildren. 
Only months later, my mother 
tripped while taking her shoes off 
on New Year’s Eve. She came out 
of a precautionary ER visit a few 
days later, suddenly battling the 
final stages of a vicious disease.

When my mother’s hair began 
to fall out from her treatment, it 
was difficult for me to separate 
what might be seen as a loss of 
beauty from the idea of losing her. 
To vanquish such thoughts, my 
siblings and I did what the power-
less and lost do in such a posi-
tion: we shopped for fashionable 
head gear. Hats, turbans, scarves 
and — my contribution this past 
Christmas — a wig.

As it happened, my mom already 
had a wig, a beloved souvenir from 
her university days. Back then, her 
hair hung below her hips. When 
she cut it all off in the name of 
travel and convenience, she cried 
and preserved her hair in the 
form of a glorious bouffant wig 

that stayed tucked away. Decades 
later, the jet-black wig — freshly 
cut and styled in secret by her 
faithful hairdresser, Gisella — was 
met with tears once again. This 
time, the tears were ours: my dad, 
my brother, my husband and me 
sniffled (if not sobbed) when my 
mother carefully donned the wig. 
For a family of non-huggers, that’s 
something.

It wasn’t that she now looked 
beautiful again; she was always 
beautiful. The power of that wig 
was in how it connected me to my 
early memories of her. Suddenly 
I was a girl again, sitting on the 
living room floor, watching my 
mother transform a sheet of lace, 
some gluey water and fuzzy gold 
sticks into a pair of angel wings 
for my school’s holiday concert. 
To a shy seven-year-old, those 
wings were magical and well 
worth conquering stage fright 
for. Decades later, now a mother 
myself, I appreciated, maybe for 
the first time, what it meant for 
her to stay up late into the night 
making my costume. Between 
working 10 hours a day six days a 
week and tending to every crisis 
that comes with raising children, 
my mother always found time for 
the little things. 

For as long as I can remember, 
the wonder of my mother has been 
framed by her storied beauty. And 
for as long as I have felt loved, I 
have known that its true point of 
origin is her beautiful heart. 

‘‘When my 
mother’s hair 
began to fall 
out from her 
treatment, 
it was diffi-
cult for me 
to separate 
what might 
be seen as a 
loss of beauty 
from the idea 
of losing her.

f i r S T  p e r S O n
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Enduring this pandemic often reminds me of the 
Henri Nouwen quote “Joy does not simply happen 
to us; we have to choose joy and keep choosing it 
every day.” One Toronto comedian who chooses 
joy every day is Desirée Walsh. Her positive atti-
tude is ferocious, despite the fact that she works 
in a world set up for able-bodied people. (Walsh 
has cerebral palsy and uses a wheelchair.) While 
performing, her razor-sharp edge nicks the audi-
ence as she cheerfully lambastes “walkies” (her 
word for able-bodied folks) — and absolutely kills. 
One of her iconic slams: “Disabled people do more 
than go to the bank and die.” I chatted with Walsh 
over Zoom about everything from eating cheese 
out of a bag to how the pandemic is making comedy 
more accessible.

Why is comedy so important right now?  “People 
do need to laugh. And even though everything is 
happening online, it’s still people interacting. Every 
little bit of that helps.” 
How are you finding joy in the pandemic? “In a weird 
twist, I am actually quite enjoying the pandemic. I 
would do stand-up comedy to a tin can, so I think 
that’s a big part of the reason why I’m like, ‘This 
is okay!’ Since lot of comedy has moved online, it’s 
all wheelchair-accessible now, so I’ve been able to 
increase the number of shows and open-mics I do. 

With Zoom, I’m averaging 10 mics or shows a week. 
A lot of them are even U.S.-based! I mean, never say 
never, but I don’t think I would have the chance to 
go to America and do all these open mics and meet 
all these different American comics. There are a 
lot of people with disabilities who have been like, 
‘Well, now that it’s online, I can participate; I can 
just jump on the computer and go to an open mic 
rather than having to drive for an hour and nego-
tiate stairs.’”
Have any budding comics told you that seeing you 
do comedy has inspired them to get onstage them-
selves? “I don’t really want people to be inspired by 
me because I eat cheese out of a bag — I’m not exactly 
winning at life! But I hope seeing me do stand-up can 
inspire disabled people or disabled women or just 
women — anyone, really. And, over Zoom, a few audi-
ence members have written in the chat ‘I’m disabled, 
too, and I really appreciated your perspective.’

Well, it inspires me. It’s great that someone like 
you can hit us with stuff we never considered. “A lot 
of people have come to me and said,  ‘I’m going to 
try to be better.’ Even though I joke that I hope that 
people don’t learn anything from my set,  it’s great 
to know that some of them are thinking about how 
they treat people in the world. That’s really nice.” 
And what has comedy given back to you? “A lot of 
drink tickets!”

Toronto’s ‘mayor of comedy’ Sandra Battaglini interviews 
up-and-coming comic Desirée Walsh about why making  
people laugh is more important than ever right now

When 
Sandra 
met  
deSirée
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Aba Amuquandoh ascended to 
the ranks of one of canada’s most 
hallowed comedy institutions 
this year when she joined “This 
Hour Has 22 Minutes” as a writer 
and performer. Her parents were 
thrilled. “My father was really 
happy because he watches the 
show, and my mom was ecstatic 
and started watching when I was 
cast,” she says. comedy has also 
allowed Amuquandoh to meet so 
many amazing people. “comedy 
creates community in that people 
who find specific things funny tend 
to flock together,” Amuquandoh 
says. “You don’t only laugh at a 
joke because of its delivery; a lot 
of the time you laugh because 
it speaks to your existence or it 
affirms something in you.” 

celeste Yim
“I was a member of the UC Follies 
with Celeste when we attended U 
of T, and in my second year with 
the troupe, Celeste said, ‘You have 
to try stand-up! You’d be so good!’ 
I kept saying no until they signed 
me up for Nelu Handa’s show, 
‘Mirchi,’ and I did extremely well, 
so I kept doing it! Celeste is so funny 
because they can make a joke out 
of anything: they can hear a weird 
noise and they’ll start riffing on it — 
next thing you know they’ve written 
a sketch about it. They’re one of 
my best friends, and I’m so proud 
of them because they’re currently 
killing it as a writer on Saturday 
Night Live.”

coko Galore
“I met Coko when Celeste asked 
her to book me on comedy show-
case ‘Black and Funny.’ Coko treats 
Black comedians in this city like her 
own children, and as the artistic 
and managing director of Bad Dog 
Comedy Theatre, she has allowed 
comedy shows to become more 
accessible. She gives me the best 
advice and sometimes acts as my 
personal lawyer (she explains the 
big words in contracts that I can’t 
understand!) Coko is one-half of 
Canada’s only all-Black improv duo, 
Coko and Daphne, and I have never 
seen a set of theirs that didn’t make 
me cry-laugh.”

Aisha Brown
“Aisha is incredibly quick with her 
humour but also so unique in the 
way she sees the world. She can 
make anything funny, as I’ve seen 
her do time and time again working 
alongside her at 22 Minutes. Aisha 
broke down barriers in this industry, 
and in doing so she has made it 
easier for women like me to be on 
TV. Working with her is a dream 
because she’s so encouraging but 
also such a joy to be around.”

M e N TO R S

cO M e dY  f l A S H B Ac k :  1 9 8 1

Jim Carrey  
JumpS fOr JOy
When the future star was on the rise

In this 1981 photo, Jim Carrey, 19, 
was already a comedy veteran. 
He had performed at Toronto’s 
Yuk Yuk’s, the Comedy Store in 
Los Angeles and Dangerfield’s 
in New York City, among dozens 
of other comedy clubs around 
North America.  

With numerous TV appear-
ances also under his belt (begin-
ning humbly with a Kinsman 
telethon on local cable tele-
vision in Georgina, Ont.), the 
Newmarket native was begin-
ning his rise. Within two years, 
he would perform on Johnny 
Carson’s “Tonight Show” for the 
first time. A decade after that, he 
reached household name status 
with Ace Ventura in 1994.

Carrey became a U.S. citizen 
in 2004, but he is well-known 
for being proud of his roots. As 
he told Entertainment Weekly 
at the time, “My upbringing in 
Canada made me the person I 
am. I will always be proud to be 
a Canadian.”

Carrey displayed a similar 
sweetness in the original Toronto 
Star article that accompanied 
this photo. Carrey said that he 
was “happy I can do something I 
really enjoy.” He even assured his 
interviewer that “even the heck-
lers are no problem. They usually 
only want to join in the fun.”

Aba Amuquan-
doh, the newest 
cast member of 
‘This Hour Has  
22 Minutes,’ pays 
tribute to the 
friends who have 
shaped her path 
to comedy  
stardom

FUNNY KIDS TAKE THE MIC: “How do you make a tissue dance? You put a little boogie in it.” — Oscar, 6

funny 
people

Toronto 
comedy  
mainstay 
Sandra Batta-
glini (left) and 
emerging star 
Desirée Walsh, 
who does 
stand-up from 
her wheelchair.

‘‘Since a lot 
of comedy 
has moved 
online, it’s 
all wheel-
chair-ac-
cessible 
now, so I’ve 
been able to 
increase the 
shows I do.

PHOTO BY NABrA BADr

PHOTO BY jIM rUSSEll
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A N I M A L  K I N G D O M P O P  TO R O N TO

TesT your ciTy 
knowledge  
Sharpen your pencil,  
pour a fresh cup and dig into 
local trivia by quizmaster  
Jamie Bradburn

1. Longtime Maple Leafs 
captain George Armstrong 
passed away recently. 
Which of the following 
players who briefly wore 
the blue and white jersey 
in the early 1980s was 
Armstrong’s nephew?
a) Fred Boimistruck
b) Don Luce
c) Bob Manno
d) Dale McCourt

2. Who was the only 
Canadian Governor- 
General to have been  
born in Toronto?
a) Adrienne Clarkson
b) Vincent Massey
c) Roland Michener
d) Jeanne Sauvé

3. Where was  
Toronto’s first bike lane 
installed in 1979?
a) Poplar Plains Road
b) Shaw Street
c) Vaughan Road
d) Wellesley Street

4. The old Dominion 
Wheel and Foundries 
complex on Eastern 
Avenue has been in 
the news recently for 
attempts to demolish 
it. What industry did it 
manufacture equipment 
and supplies for?
a) Aerospace
b) Food
c) Railway
d) Shipping

5. Which of the 
following popular 1980s 
home computer manufac-
turer started in Toronto 
in the late 1950s as a 
distributor of imported 
typewriters?
a) Atari
b) Commodore
c) Compaq
d) Tandy

6. Which of the following 
long-standing live music 
venues was originally built 
as a movie theatre?
a) Danforth Music Hall
b) Horseshoe Tavern

c) Massey Hall
d) Phoenix Concert 
Theatre

7. Grand Duchess Olga 
Alexandrovna was buried 
in York Cemetery in 1960. 
Which First World War 
era monarch was she the 
younger sister of?
a) Emperor Karl I of 
Austria-Hungary
b) Kaiser Wilhelm II  
of Germany
c) King Victor Emmanuel 
III of Italy
d) Tsar Nicholas II  
of Russia

8. Prior to its current 
use as community space, 
studios, and a park, what 
was Wychwood Barns 
used for?
a) Brick works
b) Streetcar mainte-
nance facility
c) Dairy stables
d) Police horse stables

9. Thomas Foster, 
who served as mayor 
of Toronto from 1925 to 
1927, had a large mauso-
leum constructed near 
Uxbridge prior to his death 
in 1945. What world- 
famous building inspired 
the design of his memorial?
a) Angkor Wat
b) Hagia Sophia
c) Taj Mahal
d) St. Paul’s Cathedral

10. On Feb. 2, 1897, 
after years of conflict 
with a local professional 
governing body, what was 
Clara Brett Martin finally 
allowed to practice as?
a) First female attending 
physician in Toronto
b) First female lawyer in 
the British Empire
c) First female science 
professor at the Univer-
sity of Toronto
d) First female to 
conduct an Anglican 
church service

Answers to Pop Toronto: 1. D, 2. B, 3. A, 4. C, 5. B, 6. A, 7. D, 8. B, 9. C, 10. B

PHOTO BY PEXELS
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The kids rule the roost
when the back-of-the-bus kids took over Toronto

In the early 1980s, the coolest of the cool 
could be found on the Queen Street West 
strip, where punks shopped for vintage 
clothes, bohemians drank and danced, and 
where the Kids in the Hall comedy troupe 
held court every Monday night at the Rivoli.  

Goofy, progressive, and irreverent, the 
Kids in the Hall took improv to its most 
bizarre limits, melding the erudite and the 
puerile. By 1986, when this photo was taken 
by Star photographer Rick Eglinton, most of 
the five Kids – Dave Foley, Kevin McDonald, 
Bruce McCulloch, Mark McKinney, and 
Scott Thompson – had already been 
poached by the comedy establishment. 

daily walks with his rescue lab, Pumpkin, helped 
Jesse Rae West get out of bed in the morning

Favourite boy
I was tired of feeling lonely. After ending 
the last in a series of bad relationships in 
2014, I needed someone stable in my life. 
Someone loyal. I decided to adopt a rescue 
dog. Browsing the adoption sites, one profile 
stood out. This dog was a two-year-old black 
lab — and he had the sweetest face I’d ever 
seen. I wasn’t given much information 
about him, other than that he was very 
high-energy and had been abandoned by 
his previous owners. I also knew that black 
dogs are less likely to be adopted, and that 
made me even more determined to make 
him mine. A few weeks later, I waited outside 
my apartment for the pup to arrive. As he 
rounded the corner, I could see him weaving 
through sidewalk crowds, his leash getting 
tangled and his big eyes darting around with 
curiosity. I was immediately surrounded in a 
chaotic hurricane of wet dog kisses. My new 
best friend. This was Pumpkin.

The first few years were golden, especially 
since I was able to share care duties with a 
partner I’d met shortly after adopting him. 
That partner? Not so loyal. We split, and I 
was crushed. My mental health plummeted 
to an all-time low. I had a breakdown, I lost 
my job. I became estranged from my family. 
It was a really hard time for me, and I often 
wanted to give up. 

But, even on my worst days, the urge I felt 
to take care of this living creature was what 
kept me alive. He would be my warm cuddle 
comfort at night and my sharp-toothed task-

master in the morning. Pumpkin became 
my reason to get out of bed. I’d barely have 
enough time to brew a morning coffee before 
he gave me my first set of “I need a walk” 
barks. Although I occasionally resented 
them in the moment, our daily strolls 
became an integral part of my recovery. 
The fresh air, sunshine and tether to this 
big hairy beast were exactly what I needed. 
Slowly, with Pumpkin’s help, I began to find 
moments of joy again. 

As I became healthier, I experienced a 
newfound sense of gratitude for being alive. 
I was ready to start living instead of just 
existing. For me, that meant coming out as 
transgender and pursuing a medical transi-
tion. In 2019, with Pumpkin by my side, my 
doctors and I agreed that I was in a good 
place. Despite some roadblocks, it has been 
a beautiful experience. I had top surgery a 
few weeks before Toronto went into its first 
lockdown. Once again, Pumpkin was there 
to keep me focused on my recovery. Ten days 
after my surgery, I bundled up in my parka 
and tied his leash to my waist. We took baby 
steps down my street, our tracks in the snow 
behind us — proof that I was alive and that 
we were here, together. 

As I continue to build my new life, 
Pumpkin is my daily reminder of why I can 
never abandon myself.  His chin has begun 
to show flecks of grey hair, but I will cherish 
every year, every moment we have left. 
Because I didn’t save him — he saved me.

Pumpkin, 
snapped  
near the 
Toronto 
waterfront. 

Foley landed a role in a movie, McKinney 
and McCulloch joined the writers’ room 
at Saturday Night Live in New York and 
Thompson and MacDonald were touring 
with Second City.

But the Kids stayed close, and in 1988 
filmed a pilot episode of the Kids in the Hall 
on CBC  and HBO. The show was produced 
by fellow Canadian Lorne Michaels, and ran 
from 1989 to 1993. 

The Kids became regular features in 
comedy TV in the 1990s and 2000s, and 
were set to reunite for a new season on 
Amazon Prime last March. (Fingers crossed 
the project will continue post-pandemic.)

FUNNY KIDS TAKE THE MIC: “What did one plate say to the other plate? Dinner’s on me!” — Taylor, 7
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A 90th-birthday party is a heart-
swelling way to learn about how 
exceptional a person is and how 
profoundly they have managed 
to touch the lives of others. So 
when I was invited to Toron-
to-born Tom Symons’ 90th at 
his elegant Peterborough home, 
“Marchbanks,” in the spring of 
2019, I knew I was in for a well-
deserved love fest for a man who 
had inspired so many. I also 
enjoyed an extra-special privi-
lege: I got to peek into Professor 
Symons’ private office, with its 
shelves lined with books, walls 
rife with diplomas and degrees 
and boxes filled with precious 
photos everywhere. It was one 
of the warmest, most interesting 
rooms I’d ever seen. “This is what 
the inside of Tom Symons’ brain 
must look like!” I marvelled. 

What impressed me most was 
the space’s total lack of preten-
sion. Even more than an ode to 
a life in academia, this chamber 
provided an exquisite refl ection 
of Tom Symons’ heart. As the 
trail-blazing founding president 
of Trent University, who cham-
pioned Canadian Studies when 
he started the school in 1961, 
and as Chairman of the Ontario 
Human Rights Commission in 
the mid ’70s, who helped lead 

advancements for the LGBTQ 
community, Tom Symons not 
only made an indelible mark on 
this country’s culture but he also 
helped defi ne what it means to be 
a great Canadian.

 In 1976, he was named an 
Officer of the Order of Canada, 
and in 1997, he was promoted to 
Companion. Alongside Chris-
tine, his beautiful wife of 57 
years, Tom raised three dynamic 
children, instilling in all of them 
a sense of place, purpose and 
history. As Chairman of the 
Board of United World Colleges 
i n t he ’80s, he met P r i nce 
Charles, and because of their 
shared interest in education, they 
struck up a strong friendship. On 
Tom’s last trip to London, Prince 
Charles invited him to bring his 
grandchildren to Clarence House 
for tea. That was just one of her 
father’s intriguing relationships, 
says his daughter Mary Symons. 
“Our house, when I was a child, 
was full of interesting people. 
There were some politicians, like 
the Diefenbakers, and all sorts of  
Canadian leaders with different 
political stripes. I remember 
René Lévesque, swirled in smoke, 
coming to our house to visit my 
father, though I can’t recall why. 
And there was Toronto’s Sam 

Sniderman (of legendary Sam the 
Record Man fame) and (Honest) 
Ed Mirvish…” 

Aside from his impressive list 
of close friends and professional 
liaisons, what really stands 
out about Tom Symons is the 
impact he had on everyone who 
was lucky enough to know him. 
“He inspired generations and 
thousands of students,” says 
Mary. “He was always mento-
ring and meeting with students, 
always listening and encour-
aging.” I wondered how Tom felt 
when Mary decided to drop out 
of McGill University and run 
off to Paris to pursue a model-
ling career. “Well, that was a 
bit of stretch for him,” Mary 
says with a laugh. “But he never 
stopped me or told me not to go 
at all. And I did come back and 
finish my degree.” What this 
father wanted for all his kids, 
according to Mary, was to have a 
wonderful education and experi-
ence the world. “He encouraged 
us not only to understand what 
it is to be Canadian but to go 
and explore the world and make 
a difference,” she says. “And 
he gave me every opportunity 
educationally, which is, I think, 
one of the biggest gifts you can 
be given.” 

To m ’s  g e n t l e  s p i r i t  a n d 
profound kindness might be hard 
to comprehend when you think of 
the fi erce drive he obviously had 
to  have accomplished so much. 
But Mary claims that her father 
was a conciliator by nature. “He 
didn’t believe that being angry 
was going to resolve anything,” 
she says. “But he had a lot of 
emotion, especially as he aged, 
and he had a lot of heart. He was 
never afraid. If he wanted to cry, 
he cried. He’d cry watching the 
Queen’s message at Christmas! 
He loved her so much.” Tom also 
loved a good party, and Mary 
recalls the wonderful times she 
had with her dad at social gath-
erings in London, singing along 
to the great war songs. 

Mary and her mother, Chris-
tine, bid adieu to Tom on New 
Year ’s Eve, when he was on 
the verge of death. Due to the 
pandemic, Tom’s sons Jeffrey 
and Ryerson couldn’t be there. 
Mary describes the poignant 
goodbye as one of t he best 
moments of her life. “My dad 
truly loved Vera Lynn, so we put 
her music on and sang along to 
him, each of us holding his hand. 
We sang ‘Auld Lang Syne’ and 
‘Until We Meet Again.’ We think 
that he heard us.”

“Eight years may have passed, 
but our cherished memories will 
never fade. Your legacy and your 
impact live on, and you still live 
in the hearts of those you touched.” 

HEART 
OF A 
LION
Jeanne Beker
pays tribute to 
Tom Symons, 
one of our great 
Canadians

‘‘He encour-
aged us 
not only to 
understand 
what it is to 
be Canadian 
but to go 
and explore 
the world 
and make a 
difference.

T H O M A S  H . B .  S Y M O N S
May 30, 1929 — Jan. 1, 2021

WAYNE
“FISHY” WILSON 
Born 1956 — Jan. 12, 2021
“Wayne had a big, soft heart, free of judgment 
and was willing to help out anyone who needed 
him. Wayne loved fi shing and ran his charter 
boat, Fishy Business, out of Port Credit for 45 
years, famously fi shing with both Bill Murray 
and Ringo Starr.”

DR . GER ALD 
IAN BAKER
Born 1941 — Jan. 21, 2013
“Beloved husband, father, grandfather, brother, 
uncle, colleague and friend. Eight years may 
have passed, but our cherished memories of 
you never fade. Your legacy and your impact 
live on, and you still live in the heart of those 
you touched. We miss you.”

MICHAEL 
BARRY YOUNG
Born 1940 — Jan. 7, 2021
“Barry will be remembered fondly as Poppa 
‘Bare’ to his fi ve grandchildren. Barry enjoyed 
his many friends, but also made quick friend-
ships wherever he went. He loved to travel and 
had a special place in his heart for all things 
Irish: the landscape, the music, the beer.”

M OV I N G  E XC E R P T S  F R O M  TO R O N TO  S TA R  M E M O R I A L S

TOGETHER   |   TO9
SUNDAY, JANUARY 31, 2021  TORONTO STAR 

REMEMBRANCE

HEART 

ILLUSTRATION BY AARON MCCONOMY, COLAGENE.COM




