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By the time the interview — and it’s not an es-
pecially long one — ends, Allan Merovitz has
told me about his parents’ dress shops, his Uncle
Hy’s Army and Navy store, the scrap and steel
yard his grandfather opened, and the dream his
cousin Leonard Applebaum, a dairy farmer, had
about a flying cow named Rosie. 

Merovitz has also convinced me that no one
knows more than he about growing up Jewish in
Smiths Falls a half-century ago, the subject of his
original, one-man musical If Cows Could Fly. The
show, a revival, opens Thursday on the main-
stage of the Irving Greenberg Theatre Centre.
It’s built from Merovitz’s and his family’s frag-
mented memories, filled with songs, and accom-
panied by an instrumental trio.

If you consider small WASP towns like Smiths
Falls to be improbable hubs of Jewish life, you’re
wrong. “There was a huge Jewish community
there,” says Merovitz, a Dora-winning actor,
singer and irrepressible raconteur. “I got my He-
brew education privately from Mr. Hoffman over
in Perth, who prepared me for bar mitzvah. And
lots of my Jewish friends went to Mr. Hoffman.”

In If Cows Could Fly, Merovitz recounts how
his grandparents left Eastern Europe at the be-
ginning of the 20th century to eventually settle in
Smiths Falls. 

They were like many other Jews who landed in
small towns up and down the Ottawa Valley, he
says. They opened stores, learned skilled trades,
and nurtured their far-flung network of family
and friends. “In the Valley in the ’50s, we’d go
one year over to Perth for the high holiday, for
Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. We’d go to
Merrickville the next year, Carleton Place the
next. It was just this movable feast.”

They also bumped up against the musical tra-
ditions of their gentile neighbours. “Smiths Falls
was a wonderful place growing up in the 1950s
and ’60s. We were always going out to square
dances and various barn dances,” says Merovitz.

He absorbed it all, turning it into the crazy 
musical quilt of If Cows Could Fly — Yiddish
songs, country-and-western tunes, Klezmer
(Merovitz is the former lead vocalist with the
Flying Bulgar Klezmer Band) and Celtic fiddle
airs from the Ottawa Valley.

Merovitz, like other Jews, also occasionally en-
countered anti-Semitism. But he learned from
his uncle, the object of discrimination when he
returned to Smiths Falls after serving in the Sec-
ond World War, that intelligence, humour and
even compassion are sometimes your best allies
against ignorance.

Merovitz also saw his parents’ generation un-
wittingly spark the eclipse of Jewish life in those
small Valley towns by encouraging their chil-
dren to hitch their ambitions to the big city.

The experience of small-town Ontario Jews

was, in other words, the age-old one of the immi-
grant.

“This story is such a great example of how this
country is made up of immigrants. It tells how
they struggled and become part of various com-
munities and contributed in huge ways.”

The Ottawa run of If Cows Could Fly is its first
anywhere in the region. The opportunity,
Merovitz says, simply never came up before.

An Artword Theatre (Toronto) production, it’s
being brought here by the Ottawa Jewish Histor-
ical Society to heighten awareness of the Jewish
contribution to the region. The production
played in Toronto and Winnipeg several years
ago, and Merovitz toured it in Western Canada in
the 1980s shortly after creating it.

Like any good story or community, the script
is still evolving. There’s more music now, says
its creator, although it continues to be an up-
beat family show with plenty of kid-appealing
physicality.

The show’s small-town sensibility remains as
well, giving it what Merovitz calls a “stamp of
continuity” that our splintered, pell-mell world
craves.

“Tikkun olam is the phrase in Hebrew. It means
healing the world, and how do we do that? I like
to think in some kind of small, non-egoist way
I’m contributing to making the world a better
place.”

If Cows Could Fly runs Feb.21 to March 9 at the Irving Greenberg
Theatre Centre.Tickets & times,613-236-5196.
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Musical finds inspiration in
small-town hubs of Jewish life

Allan Merovitz stars in his original one-man
musical If Cows Could Fly, opening Thursday at 
the Irving Greenberg Theatre Centre.


