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“She said I’d made myself into the least interesting character. 
I mistook going blind for a character transformation”

suddenly offering to direct, 
but was then pulled back into 
the once-doomed third Chron-
icles of Narnia feature. The 
alternate was Foster, whom 
Apted directed in 1994’s Nell. 

“She’s very cool,” Knigh-
ton says. “We’d have these 
conversations on the phone, 
very abstract, about what she 
wanted to do.” Her complaint 
about Knighton’s work “was 
that I’d made myself into the 
least interesting character. 
I mistook going blind for a 
character transformation. 
That still strikes me as such 
an insight.” 

When the two met for 
lunch—at the Beverly Hills 
Four Seasons—he asked 
what interested her in the 
story. “She said all characters 
she’s been drawn to have one 
thing in common: they have 
a secret, and all the drama 
grows from there. Given how 
long I hid my condition, 
and that most of my story 
is about the hiding of it, it 
made sense.” The meeting 
was a success, except for the 
sandwich. “I’m always a bit 
lunch-worried because, well, 
I tend to savage my food. 
Imagine me with a knife. So I 
smartly ordered a clubhouse. 
What I hadn’t anticipated was 
the goopy calibre of it. So I 
spent much of lunch covertly 
trying to find new dry spots 
on my napkin that could deal 
with massive mayo outflow 
as I nodded and listened to 
Jodie’s thoughts, and hoped 
she wasn’t perplexed by my 
chronic napkin use.”

The second time they met, 
two months later, was in New 
York, along with Knighton’s 
wife (described in film mate-
rial as “a wonderful woman 
who makes him stronger by 
refusing to pity his tangled 

life and loss of sight”). “I 
thought, Tracey’s got a right 
to meet her; this is her story, 
too.” The three attended a 
staged reading of Cockeyed 
at the Tribeca Film Festival, 
where the project had won 
a $40,000 award for science 
writing. Richard Thomas 
(The Waltons’ John Boy) 
read as Knighton’s doctor; 
Knighton himself was played 
by Broadway’s Christopher 
Abbott. Afterward, the Team 
Cockeyed consensus was that 
the reading had highlighted 
a significant casting problem. 
“Twenty-year-old actors in 
L.A. and New York just want 
to grow some stubble and 
mumble in their overcoats. 
What was missing is that 
I’m supposed to be 18 and 
slap-happy and stupid.” Over 
dinner, Foster pulled out a 
version of the script. She’d 
crossed out a bunch of mate-
rial and, on the fly, said “Act 
1 ends here, Act 2 starts here, 
ends here, Act 3 starts here, I 
don’t know where it ends yet, 
that’s what’s missing. These 
things don’t do anything; these 
ones you keep.” “It was like 
the work of an architect,” says 
Knighton. “She kept 20, 25 
percent of the original stuff.”

Knighton is still enthusi-
astic about the project, but 
that dinner was in April of 
2009. Since then, Foster has 
been immersed in The Beaver 
with Mel Gibson (of voice-
mail fame), and Knighton 
has had to broaden his scope. 
He’s become an adjudicator 
for Sundance, is working 
with Paul and Liz Giamatti’s 
production company on a 
biographical project about a 
boy kidnapped by his crazy 
father, and is adapting Ronald 
Wright’s dystopic novel A 
Scientific Romance. He’s also 

THEY’RE QUITE 
reclusive,” says Mike 
Mackintosh, wildlife 

manager for the Vancouver 
parks board, as we scout the 
trail around Lost Lagoon, “but 
they’re incredibly stinky, so 
you’ll probably smell them 
first.” We’re tracking Lontra 
canadensis, the North Ameri-
can river otter, a member of 
the weasel family that was 
driven to near-extinction in 
the 1930s after more than 
a century of pelt trapping. 
The modern era brought new 
threats—industrial pollu-
tion and human encroach-
ment—but over the past few 
decades, thanks to wildlife 
and conservation initiatives, 
this canny predator, with 36 
sharp teeth and a dextrous 
grip, has rebounded dramati-
cally. “We’re lucky to coex-
ist with such a remarkable 
species,” says Mackintosh. 
“But we’re like cockroaches: 
we’re everywhere. Somehow 
they’ve found their niche 
among us. Maybe it’s like buy-
ing protection from the mob.” 
River otter hotspots include 
docks, rocky outcrops, and C
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been shopping the treatment 
for his new book, a memoir 
called C’mon Papa about his 
first years as a blind dad.

Somewhere in there, he’s 
meant to be teaching creative 
writing at Capilano Univer-
sity full-time and developing 
another nonfiction book. This 
one, Nothing to See Here, is in 
the travel mould of Susan Or-
lean. “I’ve always complained 
that the thing I never got was 
an education of my other 
senses when I lost my sight.” 
So he’s touring the world’s 
nonvisual wonders. Last year, 
he travelled to Scotland to ex-
perience flounder-tramping—
a Viking holdover whereby 
Scottish farmers walk upriver, 
feeling with bare feet for fish 
nestled in the silt. The visual 
artist Brian Jungen is putting 
him in touch with a group up 
north to join a beluga hunt. 
The attraction this time will 
be not feeling but chewing: 
“It’s not necessarily about 
tasting the beluga—the west-
ern notion of tasting is a lux-
ury, after all—but the idea of 
just the satisfaction of using 
your mandibles, since there’s 
so little in their diet that’s 
really hard to chew.” And he’s 
just back from Sweetwater, 
Texas, home to the world’s 
largest rattlesnake roundup. 
(The auditory experience of 
encountering 700 rattlesnakes, 
he says, is like coming across 
a waterfall in the jungle.) He 
also skinned a five-foot west-
ern diamondback and held the 
snake’s still-beating heart. 

“The sensation of butcher-
ing that snake will stay with 
me forever,” he says. And 
adds, as the book research, 
parenthood, and foray into 
Hollywood are all teaching 
him: “It’s all about occasions 
for happenstance.”

Nature

Party Animals
River otters are back—
to the delight of every-
one except their hosts
By Danielle Egan
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streams at Coal Harbour; 
Stanley Park’s shoreline; 
Jericho Park; and False 
Creek. River otters—not 
to be confused with their 
considerably larger, and 
more endangered sea cous-
ins—need fresh water. So 
they’ve been spotted loping 
across the seawall to trek 
to Beaver Lake and snack 
on fish and ducklings. I 
first saw evidence of this 
evasive species early this 
year: shell-peppered feces 
on the stairs leading to the 
Teahouse Restaurant. Turns 
out I’d stumbled across 
an otter latrine, which is 
crucial for a variety of otter 
business including marking 
territory and communicat-
ing with other otters via 
powerfully pungent glan-
dular secretions.

River otter scat is also 
significant for scientists, 
who’ve been collecting and 
analyzing it throughout the 
Georgia Basin since 1998. It 
helps them gauge the level 
of toxins in our waterways 
because otters, an indica-
tor species for ecosystem 
health, are highly sensi-
tive to contaminants. So 
far, researchers have found 
that, with the exception 
of Victoria harbour, toxin 
levels throughout the region 
are thought to be too low to 
affect otter reproduction.

We don’t see shit today, 
so we head north toward 
the wetlands near the Geor-
gia Street Causeway where, 
Mackintosh says, river 
otters make use of pedes-
trian underpasses, though 
he knows of a few unfortu-
nate incidents of vehicular 
predation. (Wounded otters 
and orphaned pups are 
rehabbed at Critter Care 
Wildlife Society in Langley, 
currently temporary refuge 
to six pups that will even-
tually be set free.) We cross 
over to Deadman’s Island, 

where the security guard 
says he often spots solitary 
otters fishing around the 
jetty near the Royal Van-
couver Yacht club. 

Mackintosh began his 
career at the Stanley Park 
Zoo in 1955, aged 15, and 
quickly learned to hold 
his own among the black 
bears. “By the late ’60s, I 
was elected to go to Oak 
Bay in Victoria. Into these 
dark, stinky crawlspaces 
and move out denning otter 
families.” As a vocation, it 
had its challenges. “Mothers 
with pups are incredibly ter-
ritorial and they’d get very 
angry and come after you. 
I’ve been bitten many, many 
times—not seriously, but 
they draw blood.” He soon 
discovered a more effective 
eviction method: incorporat-
ing shag carpeting, which 
otters like to roll around on, 
into his drop-door traps.

“River otters are such a 
remarkable and intelligent 
species,” says Mackintosh, 
who could start his own zoo 
with the number of wild an-
imals he’s kept as pets over 
the decades, including, one 
summer, a river otter named 
Snarf. “He was a wonderful 
animal, so playful with the 
cat and dog; lived in our 
kitchen, was toilet-trained 
like a cat. They’re such so-
ciable, affectionate animals.”

Not everyone is thrilled 
about them, he allows, as 
we try one last spot over at 
Olympic Village. “We get 
a legion of stories and in-
numerable complaints from 
Coal Harbour and Jericho 
mariners about otters trash-
ing boats and crapping all 
over the place. They’re like 
a group of ill-mannered 
party crashers—they’ll com-
pletely trash the interiors 
of opulent boats. Otters are 
sleek and elegant-looking, 
but they’re appalling house-
keepers.” VM
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