HOLLY DRESSEL

Although known primarily for her work with David Suzuki as a writer/researcher on environmental and biological issues, Holly Dressel trained as an historian. She was the one biological hold-out in her family, which consists of many trained and amateur naturalists and ecosystem scientists. She studied English literature, medieval art history and medieval literature.  She was a Fulbright Scholar in France during the “evenements de 68,” studying Romanesque and Gothic architecture.  That experience, plus an addiction to travel which occupied early adulthood, sharpened her interest in political and social issues, as well as inuring her to the discomforts and dangers of working in every type of physical and social situation. 

When she immigrated to Vancouver in the 1970s, Dressel began an enduring interest in North American Native culture, on which she has become something of an expert.  She was able to work closely with the Cree of Northern Quebec for two years, spending several months in Cree villages, winter and summer, during the filming of a Nature of Things special on which she was head writer.  Those contacts have endured, leading to current work with the Wemindji Cree on a watershed preservation project with McGill University.  She also works very closely with the Mohawk Traditional Council of Kahnawake, the reserve near her home.  She is also working with the Cree and Chipeweyen people of northern Alberta on the effects of the tar sands development on their health and way of life.

Dressel’s years as a media researcher and writer have led to expertise in a variety of areas that are extremely diverse; she worked with well-known Canadian columnist and military historian Gwynne Dyer throughout the late 80s and early 90s, and that lead to a wide knowledge of military history and warfare; she worked on five films on amateur sports (from cycling and boxing to diving and gymnastics) with her late husband, Gary Toole; and her extensive knowledge of all aspects of Catholic history and theology landed her a job as researcher for a famous NFB documentary series about nuns, “Behind the Veil.”  Work with Dyer also reached into primatology and paleo-archeology, studying the origins and patterns of violence in humans.  Dressel has conducted studies for film projects on Voodoo in West Africa and Louisiana, European Gypsies and also on Egyptology, which eventually resulted in a contract for a Dyer series, “The Human Race.” Dressel possesses a keen interest in the history of foods and diet, which is put to practical use on a large, heirloom vegetable garden on her organic farm and a collection of well-used historical cookbooks, as well as community work and lectures on every aspect of the food supply.  

These interests are largely secondary to her environmental work. Dressel is best known as the co-author of two best-selling books with Dr. David Suzuki, Good News for a Change and From Naked Ape to Super-species, which have sold tens of thousands of copies. Research on these books and the eight-hour radio series she produced that preceded Naked Ape took Dressel across Canada and the U.S. as well as around Europe and from the Himalayan foothills in northern India to that country’s southern tip.  Interviewing people in Third World huts and luxury hotel suites, traveling upriver in dugout canoes in the Amazon or getting caught out on the ice during break-up in the Arctic has become a way of life for Dressel in her pursuit of stories about the interface between human culture and the environment.              

Her programs for Suzuki’s long-running show The Nature of Things include an award-winning special on the threats of massive dam building in northern Quebec, “The Wind That Keeps On Blowing,” as well as “Trouble in the Forest,” a film about acid rain that was instrumental in obtaining stricter air quality standards in North America.  She has done film work with Suzuki from the Canadian Arctic to equatorial Colombia, usually finding locations, getting local cooperation (often from indigenous peoples) and setting up the shoot before the arrival of the crew, as well as researching and writing the film.

She also is known for her stockshot and picture research for film, which gained her a nomination for a Gemini.  Dressel is still able to read four dead languages (Old English, Gothic and two forms of Old French, including Provencal) and retains her early interest in the history of architecture and landscape. Her current book, for McGill/Queen’s, Who Killed the Queen? The Story of a Community Hospital and How to Save Healthcare centres about the Queen Elizabeth Hospital of Montreal and includes an analysis of the history and direction of the entire Canadian health system, from wait times to methods of payment and super-hospitals, and promises to raise the temperature of health care controversy when it is released in May of 2008. 

Dressel is currently researching a film on the effects of the largest industrial project in the history of humanity, the Alberta oil sands, for “H2Oil,” a film for Global Television and Telequebec by Loaded Pictures; she is involved in helping edit a book by a consortium of Quaker scholars called Economics for Spaceship Earth; helping organize outreach for the McGill/Cree watershed preservation project mentioned above; delivering lectures at McGill and local conferences; and working on the family farm, where she lives with a busy and extended family.

