
 Rosebuds 
 
Rosebud (the story) 
 
It was after another day of sorting through the contents of my motherʼs house that 
the question arose.  It was dusk.  My partner Kate and I were driving across the 
bleak, February, Ontario landscape to visit my mother in the retirement home she 
had insisted on moving to six months earlier.  My uncle, who held motherʼs power 
of attorney, had decided it was time her house was sold.  Prior to her move to the 
retirement home, she had lived in that house for forty years, thirty-five years of it 
alone after my father had died.  The house sold instantly.  We had a month 
before the new owners moved in to dispose of the contents.  My uncle was 
beyond the age where he had the endurance to deal with the task. 
 
Both my sister and I had moved to the west coast several decades earlier.  
Neither of us had lived in that house.  It was purchased after the children had left 
home to pursue their independent lives.  Since my work schedule was flexible, 
the task of clearing mothers house was mine.   
 
I flew the three thousand miles back to Ontario and took an airport minibus 
another sixty miles to the edge of a small rural village where the house abutted 
agricultural land.  Her old Buick was in the attached garage.  It started well and 
with a little snow removal I was able to get it out of the driveway and onto the 
plowed road.  The kitchen was functional.  I had a telephone and an oddly- 
coloured TV.  I unpacked my luggage in one of the bedrooms.   
 
The plan for the month was to disperse whatever of my motherʼs things were 
wanted to deserving family and friends.  After that I was to sell what I could to 
antique and furniture dealers and pass the money to my uncle.  I was to   donate 
whatever was wanted of the remaining objects to charities.  And last, I would 
dispose of all that was left through whatever routes recyclables and shear 
rubbish took.  Then I was to clean and scrub the house as best I could for the 
new owners.   
 
Through all of this I had to constantly confirm the disposition of each object with 
my mother which entailed a daily 16-mile drive in the Buick on back country 
winter roads to my motherʼs suite in the retirement home.  The retirement home 
was situated in the small industrial town where we lived until I finished high 
school.   
 
After two weeks, Kate flew out from the West coast to spend the week with me 
sorting through the most personal of my motherʼs things.  A couple of afternoons 
mother joined us.  She was light-hearted about the process.  It was pleasurable.   
 



The question came up on that late afternoon drive to motherʼs retirement home.  
Mother seldom threw anything out.  The first decade of her marriage was the 
depression years of the 1930s.  She had two young daughters.  Her full 
basement contained many boxes of things collected before the forty-year period 
of the present house.  Kate and I had spent the day going through boxes of 
tattered childrenʼs toys from the 1930ʼs and 40ʼs.  The toys were almost 
exclusively girlʼs toys: a Raggedy Ann doll with a lost eye button, tiny tea 
services, a battered doll house.   
 
The question was simple enough.  Kate asked me why none of my little boyʼs 
toys seemed to have survived that period.  With no forethought, an answer 
flowed from my mouth.  I suppose several weeks of finitely dealing with individual 
family objects had primed my subconscious.  A forgotten childhood memory 
unfurled.  
 
I would have been three or four.  It was the war years.  My family was financially 
okay.  In 1940 they had enough money to build a three-bedroom brick house, 
built on the last vacant lot on the most desirable residential street in town.  It was 
the cheaper end of the street.  There was even a corner convenience store on 
our block.  Father was exempt from military duty due to his mental health.  He 
was a born salesman and worked in an appliance store in the downtown 
business district. 
 
I had two sisters, six and nine years older.  My prize possession was an 
Edwardian dollʼs pram that I had inherited from my sisters.  It had chrome spoke 
wheels and its curved metal frame was covered in grey-green oilcloth.  There 
was a collapsible hood and a zippered tarp cover.  I was unconscious of any 
gender reference attached to the pram.  To me, the four-wheeled carriage 
represented the automobile and all that that inferred.  Brrrrrooomm, Brrrrrooomm!  
I was both engine and driver.   
 
I was inseparable from that pram whenever I was sent out to play on the paved 
sidewalks of that tidy, Ontario town.  Following behind the pram, both hands 
clenched to the parallel push bar, I had the courage to traverse the entire length 
of our street.  I carefully checked at intersections for other vehicular traffic.  The 
street was interspaced with columnar cast iron lamp posts surmounted with milky 
glass globes.  Grand maples arched across the neatly curbed street, shading the 
sidewalks on either side.  Our lot, since it was the last to be built upon, was the 
only one without a mature tree.  As I progressed the four blocks to the far end of 
the street, the houses became progressively palatial. Homes built by 
industrialists, hoteliers, and judges, with vast lawns, turrets, and gigantic 
porches, some dating from well before the turn of the century.  
 



My mother would pack a small lunch for me, zippered under the tarp cover on the 
bed of the pram - a carrot, a celery stick, and a sandwich, wrapped in wax paper 
on a paper plate.  There was a different attitude toward children and their 
potential predators then.  Though child molesters were more or less as prevalent 
then as now, there was not the level of media attention and social pressure of 
recent times.  Children were encouraged to get out from under their motherʼs 
feet.  Even oneʼs own yard was too close.  I recall mothers, mine and those of my 
friends, hands on hips, shouting, “Go play in the park, that's what its there for”.   
 
So there I was on a halcyon summer day, at the palatial end of the street in the 
shade of an ancient deciduous tree, sitting on manicured grass, a cicada whining 
out in the heat of the full sun.  The pram was parked on the street side of the 
curb, which made it lower - easier for me to reach my lunch.  I had just finished 
my lunch when I felt my bowls begin to move.  It was impossible for me to 
traverse the four blocks to my home under the circumstances.  I took the logical 
action of pulling down my shorts, standing on the curb, sliding my bum over the 
edge of the pram, and evacuating onto the paper plate lying on the bed of the 
pram.  I wiped myself with the wax paper sandwich wrapper, which I then stuffed 
down the grate of a nearby storm sewer.  I zipped up the tarp and proceeded to 
motor home, where I placed the paper plate and its contents face down in the 
galvanized garbage bucket beside our house.  
 
Iʼd already taken to peeing up against the large trees, as did the neighborhood 
dogs.  No one seemed to mind.  In fact, I received the odd smile.  This new 
maneuver, I realize, gave me ultimate freedom of movement, as I virtually had a 
self-contained infrastructure.  Since I was pushing my commode with me, my 
pram journeys became more extensive, my mother happier, as I was out of her 
hair for longer periods. 
 
One day in mid summer as I was traversing the far reaches of our street on my 
way home with the contents of my recent bowel movement under the tarp cover 
of the pram, a nice lady in a floral dress who asked if she might see my dolly 
confronted me.  Not knowing how to react, I stood mutely.  To relieve the 
situation, the nice lady knelt down, unzipped the tarp and peered in.  In stunned 
bewilderment she rezipped the tarp, thanked me, and wandered off. 
 
I had never experienced such a reaction.  Indifference, chastisement, humor - but 
not this reaction.  I motored on home and fulfilled my routine.   
 
Over the next couple of weeks, when I had a turd zipped into the pram, I went 
seeking the response of nice ladies.  I placed myself strategically about the town.  
The same reaction followed as with the first nice lady.  I even gained the attention 
of clusters of ladies.   
 



Then one day the pram was not where I had always parked it, beside our porch.  
I asked my mother and was told that I should not be playing with girlʼs toys -that 
the pram was gone and would not be coming back.  I was devastated.  I refused 
all other toys.  If I was given toys, I destroyed them.  The things I collected were 
non-representational.  Sticks, ball-bearings, magnets, pulleys, bricks.   
 
The pram was not a toy.  It was as functional as a shopping cart to the homeless.  
Its contents of shit elicited a proto audience-to-artist response.  It was my 
Rosebud.  The question was asked.  The memory unfurled. 
 
 
July 2005 
 
 
 
 
Rosebud the statement 
 
Often now I find myself reflecting back to the human geography that was the surround 
for my earliest memory, a small industrial city in central Canada at the beginning of the 
1940’s.  As an infant I was unable to comprehend that it was a period of hell-bent 
confrontation of our bi-polar values, allied vs. axis. Young men went off to war, young 
women filled in driving tractors and trucks, welding in munitions factories and aircraft 
plants. Along-side extended families the state stepped in to tended the children, the 
elderly and the severely handicapped. Everyone contributed. 
 
A burst of socio-technological ingenuity it produced the social safety nets and the 
communication, transportation, energy and material science infrastructures that we now 
rely on. The polyester/glass fiber medium that I employ was spawned in that brief period. 
 
We could be witnessing the birth of another period of intense ingenuity, an all out 
sustained move to place us in unipolarity with the planet that we inhabit. 
 
 After the so-called “Second World War” gender stereotypes reasserted themselves and 
mass consumption commenced.  As a teenager, I couldn’t wait to escape that small city 
that I was weaned in. 
 
 Now more than half a century later the titles of my work reflect back to the time faded 
names bestowed on the stage set of streets, crescents, avenues and roads of that 1940’s 
town, the grid of my proto-memory. Hopefully I’ve found a Wellesian device, my 
rosebud, that will awaken me to the crying present. 
 
 
Jan. 2007 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Foster/White Press Release 
 
"Using the complex Wellesian allegory, Rosebud, Tom Burrows invites his audience to 
journey through his observations on the development of our current social climate.  Burrows 
asks you to reminisce with him, reflect back on your earliest socio-geographic memories and 
your passage to the present day. He encourages the viewer to contemplate their transition 
through personal and social life experiences: considering times of war, kindness, and vast 
technological advancement including the polymer resin medium he uses today. While 
revealing his personal Rosebud in these large expanses of color and patterning, Burrows 
asks his audience to acknowledge their own Rosebud.  Through this recognition, he hopes 
to inspire citizens to make innovative developments, socio-technologically, to ameliorate our 
present day.  Please join the artist at the opening reception, Thursday, February 1st." 
   
  
 


