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ABSTRACT 

Altift%ugh-half the Canadian population was urban in 1921, the 

dominant form of fiction was still the rural romance. However, the 

post-war decade was an important transitional period for the Canadian 

novel, which started to use the city as a setting and city life as 

subject matter. In' addition', realism seemed to be a more appropriate • 

tool'than romance.for dealing with^the social and political turmoil 

caused by World War I. Thus, the beginnings of both realistic and 

urban writing are linked together, although realism penetrated the 

rural novel in the twenties as well. 

This thesis discusses the work of a number of early realist novelists 

who expressed attitudes towards the city in either non-urban or urban 

writing of the twenties. Among the writers treated are Robert Stead, 

Bertrand Sinclair, Frederick Grove, Hubert Evans, Qouglas Durkin, Augustus 

Bridle, Madge Macbeth, Fred Jacob, Jessie Sime, Beaumont Cornell, 

Raymond Knister, and Morley Callaghan. There also is some discussion of 

Harwood Steele, Peter Donovan, Francis Marion Beynon, Frank C. Davison, 

Merrill Denison, Ralph Connor, Nellie "McClung, .and Alan Sullivan. Work3 

are analyzed through recurring themes of the period—the northern myth", 

the alienation of the returned soldier, rural/urban conflict as a result 

of the implementation of the National Policy, and the plight of the $rtist 

in society. In addition, since the dominant art form of the twenties 

in Canada was painting, the relation between the northern myth and painting 

and fiction has been examined. A survey of post-twenties fiction is 

included as well. 

Not only did urban man begin to merit serious assessment in the 

twenties, but he also began to be seen less negatively. Tha simplistic 

polarization characteristic of the rural,romance—virtue on the\ land and 

vice in the city—was being questioned. V_/• 
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Introduction 
* 

Writing in the late twenties, Raymond Knister reports a series of 

^\ conversations he had had with Morley Callaghan about the opportunities for 

writers in Canada. Callaghan had had a few stories of city life rejected 

by the editor of the Toronto Star Weekly, and it becomes increasingly clear 

to Knister that his own stories had been "tolerated" by the editor because 

they dealt with "farm stuff." However, even some of the farm stories had 

been rejected when the editor had thought them too "real" or lacking in 

"plot." Thus, the Star not only disliked urbaR subject matter, but also 

rural material when it became too realistic. The two men had the rejection 
v 

of their writing in common, but their differences were significant. As 

they got to know each other, Knister realized that not only did Callaghan 

not "care about the country," having "always lived in Toronto," but he 

»? 

thought of Knister as an "idealist and a stylist." Presumably, at this time 

Callaghan did not view his own work as stemming from "idealism" or as having 

"refinement of style." Descriptive language of this sort was often used 
r 

by critics of the twenties to describe the rural and historical romances 
2 

of the period. Moreover, Knister describes as an "idee fixe" [sic] 

Callaghan's belief that Canadian life was not represented by Canadian*books, 

and thus Callaghan's wish to dissociate himself, from writing which was not 

- faithful to life as he knew it is understandable. Knister reports that 

Callaghan was delighted to discover in the files of Toronto newspapers 

records of the fact that "there really had been in Toronto as many bootleg 

viii 
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killings as there were in his novel" (Strange Fugitive). Though Knister 

was not as concerned as Callaghan with the city per se as subject matter, 

his interest in presenting "an indigenous" Canadian life, rural/ or urban, 

was just as strong as Callaghan's. He argues that it might be "pleasant" 

to believe that the "open spaces and association with sagacious animals 

and noble savages" have made Canadians "braver and more unselfish than 

other peoples" despite the fact that "half" the population "has nothing 

directly to do with the great open spaces, not to mention the animals and 

3 ~* 

savages"; however, he reminds the reader, the differences between men 

are not more important than their similarities, and Canadians have cities 

that "in spite of polite contrary pretensions," would like to boast of 

"skyscrapers higher than those of New York." The two men, thus, concurred 

in refusing to accept a romantic concentration on rural life as an 

"all-Canadian literature." 

To some extent, this problem is still with us. Though writers no 
sifflbi longer churn out rural romances with the same enthusiasm they exlKbited 

in the early part of the century, the experiences of those who l ive in c i t i e s 

have remained less well documented than the non-urban experience of l i f e . 

Numerous novels set in the c i ty have been written since the twenties (Callaghan 

i s now one of our principal urban n o v e l i s t * ) , but fewer than one would 

expect, given the s i z e of the urban population, of the major novels written 

after-the twenties , a majority have e i ther non-urban set t ings or are concerned 

with the non-urban experience of a c i t y dweller (see Chapter VTI for 

discussion of post-twenties novels) '. In a recent issue of Canadian Literature, 

Ann Mandel discusses whaxjshe describes as the "peculiar" and "restricted" 

"'moral reference'" which i s "chil l ingly devoid" of any sense of "men as 

/ 
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city dwellers, as citizens." She points out that the repeated«emphasis 

in literature and criticism on the land and nature excludes from*a share 

in the literature "the majority of people" who have "no history bf contact 

with 'the land,' who can never own it, who live in cities, are cosmopolitan." 

» 
She /Continues as follows: , 

They are excluded by experience foreign to them and'by threat, 
from something that i s valued in th is society—intimacy with 
and ownership of land, and therefore barred from a sense that 
they are part of that written word. In this l iterature, and 
cri t ic ism of ownership, 'back to the land" s tor ies (re-claiming 
i t ) , novels about restoring or returning to ancestral homes, 
ta les of gett ing in touchywith roots or family t rees , c r i t i c a l 
reiteration of "our wilderness heritage, are further versions 
of the same exc lus iv i ty .5 

This thes is i s an attempt to help in the redress of the imbalance that 

Knister and Callaghan discussed over f i f ty years ago and that Mandel drew 

attention to only a few years agcr. She points ouft that the imbalance i s 

both l i terary and c r i t i c a l . The la t t er i s naturally a function of the 

former, as one cannot assess writing about the c i ty i f there i s none. 

However, what perhaps has not been suf f i c ient ly noted i s that att i tudes 

towards the c i ty are often present in l i terature whose principal concern 

i s rural l i f e , as well as in novels whose background i s principally urban. 

Thus, the urban dweller may.not be as thoroughly excluded from f i c t ion as 
'* 

Handel's remarks would suggest, though the angle of view may be oblique. 
l 

The c r i t i c may have to look at writing with a non-urban sett ing to find 

ough * his urban dwellers or alfeess the urban experience at second-hai^HBr< 

att itudes towards the c i ty held by those who*do not dwell there. In fact , 
•o 

in the ferenties a number of'authors of novels with rural set t ings expressed 
• » 

attitudes towards the c i t y . Moreover,'many of these books were moving away 

from the ubiquitous rural romance and attempting to be faithful to the 
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"indigenous" l i f e that Knister jus t ly thought was being ignored in the 1 

writing of the period. In addition, in the* twenties a smaller group of-

novels had appeared whose se t t ing actually was the c i t y , and whose characters 

were r e a l i s t i c a l l y depicted)in s i tuat ions purely urban. This thes i s i s 

concerned with these two groups of novels , that i s , with" both urban and 

» non-urban novels which of fer , or claim to of fer , r e a l i s t i c views of the 

c i t y . Though "real is t ic" novels can be found in Canada* ear l i er than the 

twenties (for example, the work of Robert Barr and Sara Jeanette Duncan), 

such works are i so lated and do not represent the beginning of a substantial 

body of r e a l i s t i c writ ing. That beginning did not occur unt i l the 

r 
publication in 1921 of Jes s i e Sime's Our -Little Li fe , se t in the slums of 

Montreal in 1917-18. Thus the twenties are pivotal years for, both realism 

in the Canadian novel and for urban writing as we l l . 

Few writers^ of the*period of fer a body of work large enough to merit 

separate consideration. Most novels can be treated more conveniently in 

the context of recurring themes of the period. The subjects of^Chapter I , 

Robert"Stead and Bertrand S inc la ir , wrote a considerable volume of f i c t i o n , 

but, more importantly, they are representative of the two non-urban vantage 

points from which the c i ty i s viewed in the twenties , the farm and the 

wilderness. Frederick Phi l ip Grove, by virtue of the chronology and number 

of h i s early novels (seven works spanning the period from 1922 tov>1930), i s 

the only writer to whom an entire chapter has been accorded (Chapter I I ) . 

Grove's prominence in Canadian l e t t e r s also forces discrete assessment. 

Perhaps the most s ign i f i cant fact about the twenties i s that i t was 

a post-war decade. The e f f ec t of the war was so great that i t helped force 

realism into exis tence , a l i terary mode'more suitable than the ruralx romance 
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for dealing with the war's legacy of social and-political turmoil. This 

legacy was best exemplified by the returned soldiers, maimed in both 

body and spirit, who reacted against the urbanization and industrialization 

which they thought had se,nt them to the conflict. Literary work which 

presents the attitude of these men is examined in Chapter III. 

Industrialization and urbanization as national political goals 

are examined in a variety of books of the period, some of which reject: 

these goals in favour of views of the nation which stress its agricultural 

character. Chapter IV'Surveys some of these books. The political 

nationalism which encouraged the growth of cities grew along with a cultural 

nationalism whose goal was an independent and indigenous growth of the 

arts. The place for the artist to develop best seemed to be the large 

city with its opportunities, its audience for art, and the company of 

fellow-artists, but many novels of the period detail t̂ e dispiriting < 

circumstances under*which the artist had to work and live. The'artist's 

freedom to create was hampered by his audience'.s sense of the proprieties 

and by JLts simplistic approach'to artistic production. Lack of understanding 

was only part of the problem. The artist often could not obtain the 

training he required, even in the city, nor could he support himself by 

practising his art. The subject of Chapter v is thus the artistic climate 

in the cities of Canada both in the twenties and in the period preceding 

that decade. 
n 

To some extent, painters were an exception to the situation described 

in the novels discussed in,Chapter V. What was probably the most important 

movement in Canadian painting reached its apogee in the twenties with the 

work of Thomson and the Group of Seven. That movement was the romantic 
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rendering of the wilderness of*northern Ontario, an expression in painting 

of the northern myth. An exce l l ent l i t erary exemplification of the myth 

i s Bertrand S inc la i r ' s work (set in Bri t i sh "Columbia), discussed-in Chapter 

I , but a variety of other l i t e r a t u r e of the period i s treated in Chapter VI 
* 

along with Group paint ings . Chapter VI also concentrates on two early 

g Callaghan works, No Man's Meat and A Broken Journey, which were a reaction 

against the northern myth. 

Chapter VII of fers a survey of both urban and non-urban novels 

written s ince the twenties which present .clear points of view "about the 

Canadian c i t y . I t i s not meant to be comprehensive, and the reader w i l l 

certainly be able to find additional*exa^nples, but i t i s hoped that t h i s 

short, general treatment of the subject may be enough to indicate some 

patterns and trends. 

The c i t y has been viewed as we l l in the twenties through the eyes of 

the immigrant—for example, in Laura Goodman Salverson's novels , in Martha 

Ostenso's Wild Geese, and in .Flos Jewell Williams' New Furrows (about a 

Belgian immigrant family in Alberta) , books which are not treated in t h i s ' 

t h e s i s . Grove's A Search for America i s a lso an immigrant novel, as are-

Bridle 's Hansen•and Sime's Our L i t t l e Life , books which are discussed in 

th i s t h e s i s , but on which the emphasis has been placed d i f f erent ly . Another 

possible vantage point from which to view the c i ty has been through the 

eyes of labour or the labourer. Certain patterns emerge through .the 

examination of a group of books consist ing of Alan Sul l ivan's The Inner 

Door, Bertrand S inc la i r ' s Poor Man's Rock, Sim^Bhour L i t t l e Li fe , Durkyi's 

The Magp*tp, and A. M. Stephens' The Gleaming Archway. Only two of. these 

f ive novels have been discussed in t h i s t h e s i s , although, with the exception 

• ; 
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of Sime's book, a l l t r e a t the s t ruggle between the worker and big corporat ions 
* 

in such indus t r i e s as f i sh ing , logging and the production of rubber produc ts . ^ 

However, as immigration was only one of severa l goals contained within the 

National Po l icy , and as labour problems r e s u l t e d from i t s 

implementation, the choice of novels deal ing with the l a rge r i-ssjje seemed 

more l o g i c a l . Natura l ly , a t h e s i s concerned so le ly with l i t e r a t u r e which 

d K ^ f w i t h urbaniza t ion and i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n as na t iona l p o l i t i c a l goals v 

^ p l d have been s t ruc tu red d i f f e r e n t l y , and would have had to inc lude , for 

example, a l l novels of the per iod which d e a l t with big bus iness , but could 

have e a s i l y excluded novels deal ing with a r t i s t s r 

Since most readers w i l l be unfamil iar with the novels of t h i s per iod , 

and indeed, as many of these novels are s ca t t e r ed in l i b r a r i e s over the 

country and not r ead i ly ava i lab le for reading or re fe rence , I have d e a l t 

with them a t g r e a t e r length than t h e i r l i t e r a r y meri t would warrant . 

However, u n t i l technology, poss ib ly computer technology, makes these books 

acce s s ib l e , the c r i t i c examining them has no o ther recourse . 

Though t h i s t h e s i s genera l ly withholds l i t e r a r y judgment and t r e a t s 

the' novels as soc ia l documents, there are some exceptions to t h i s approach. 

Heretofore, c e r t a in w r i t e r s of the twent ies have been ignored or 

underest imated. J e s s i e Sime, a pioneer r e a l i s t wr i t ing on c i t y themes who 

pre-da tes Callaghan, was dismissed in The L i t e ra ry History of Canada as 

being only of " h i s t o r i c a l importance." Though Our L i t t t e Life contains 

a r ich fund of information about the soc ia l condi t ions under which the 

workmg-classc ioor l ived in Montreal in 1917-18, the novel a lso l inks the 

soc ia l d e t a i l t i g h t l y to a d e l i c a t e l y del ineated account of an emotional 

r e l a t i onsh ip between the two p r inc ipa l c h a r a c t e r s . Sime i s not the only 
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twenties writer of literary importance who has been overlooked. Fred 

Jâ cob, with two novels and a collection of plays to his credit, is another. 

Robert Stead, who has been given some recent critical attention, deserves 

to have more of his novels than The Homesteaders and Grain in current 

reprint. One or two of Sinclair's novels deserve attention as well, and 

r 
though Madge Macbeth's Shackles has not been treated in this thesis, a 

new editioii of that novel probably would be much appreciated by those 

interested in feminist literature. Although Callaghan enjoys a considerable 

reputation in Canada today, his fame rests mainly on his short stories and 

four novels (Suqh Is My Beloved, They Shall Inherit the Earth, More Joy in 

Heaven, and The Loved and the Lost). The significance of Callaghan's 

early work needs to be re-evaluated, a process which has been begun with 

the recent re-printing of No Man^s Meat but which needs to be continued. 

An attempt in this direction has been made in Chapter IV of this thesis. 

The treatment of Grove has been evaluative as well. Against the background 

of the rural romance of the twenties, Grove looms large, but his present 

prominence does not survive close scrutiny. Knister as well is surely 

more significant as a writer of short stories and as a critic than he is 

as a novelist. To some extent, availability-of texts through the New Canadian 

Library and the Laurentian Library has directed critical, attention to certain 

writers while others equally meritorious have languished on library shelves 

in their original editions. *. 

As Ann Mandel pointed out, a consideration of man as a city dweller 

is essential to literature if a large part of the population is not to feel 

that it has been barred from the written word in its most truthful form. 
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That a considerable body of urban literature had not develoDe^KbV^the 

twenties, despite the fact that half the population*was urban at the 

beginning of the decade, may have been caused partly by the compressed 

nature of Canadian growth as a nation. Not all aspects of a, culture 

proceed at precisely the same rate, and urbanization as a social and 

historical phenomenon shot aheadbefore the literary const:iousness could 

absorb it. This may have been ̂ accentuated byf the fact that urbanization 

was, to some extent, an artificial development'fostered by political 

decisions. Rural literature predominated because the country was rural 

in spirit—that is, a view of the city as a part of nature was only 

beginning to develop. The city, made by man, was viewed as "unnatural." 

(Larapman'.s "City of the End of Tilings," written less than thirty years' 

* / 
before the period under consideration, is apocalyptic in its view of a 

mechanistic city.) That man is a part of nature and that the work of 

his hands and brain, be it an asphalt pavement or the growth of .a stalk 

of wheat, is the result of the "natural" operation of his being had not 

yet been accepted by either Canadian literary figures or the public for 

Canadian books. Ultimately, Grove's view of modern civilization is a 

polarizing one which separates man from nature, whereas Grove's intent was 

to link the two. The view that man can be a completely authentic being 

only when he maintains a relationship with the land suggests that urban 

social and political relationships which men have formed with each other 

are false and "unnatural." By extension, the land becomes associated with 

virtue and the city with vice. This view of life was assisted in the 

twenties by the absence of large-scale agrarian capitalism. The family 

farm was still the norm, and most of the visible evidences of power were in 
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the city or controlled from there; Moreover, it appears mow that Canadian 

penetration of the ffigjCtv.what Ramsay Cook call's "government-sponsored 

^ 7 " 

'defensive expansionism,'" probably operated as a -source of regionalism 

rather than of.national integration' From the beginning the West, saw 

itself as a hinterland in relation to a metropblis\ and western writers 

produced literature defensive in character which stressed the virtues of . 

the land and agriculture in order to deny, directly or obliquely, the urban 

etoerience. 

Once a view of the city as a part of n££4re~"Ts accepted, the simplistic 

« 

polarization of vice and virtue breaks down. One must then begin to assess 

urban man in a different way. When one- looks at the literature of the 

twenties, one finds the tentative beginnings of an alteration in this 

balance, especially in Stead, Bridle, Jacob,.Sime, Knister, and Callaghan. 

Their importance is thus both literary and social, for with increasing 

urbanization must come changes in our view of ourselves in society. The 

northern myth, so strong in Sinclair and other popular writers of the period, 

contributed to the maintenance of the view that the city was corrupt and 

the wilderness pure and thus slowed the inevitable consideration of man 

in the mass, in constant social contact with others. The myth focussed on 

the individual who had few social experiences'but many contacts with nature. 

ThuS', the literature of the twenties represents a turning-point in ,s 

our view of ourselves in society. On the one hand, literature is still -

arguing for the atomistic view of the individual, on the land and in the 

wilderness. The growth of food and the development of a spiritual relationship 

to nature are viewed as important goals of the individual life. The city 

is seen as separate from nature, as materialistic and mechanistic. On the 

& 
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other hand, literature is beginning to see that nan can continue to be 

considered as an individual even if his social relationships are multiplied 

and his basic activities involve machines, and lrtfdeed even if he has 

altered his physical environment so radically that^no blade of grass can 
\ 
be seen around- him. Individual man continues to have emotional and spiritual 

ne^ds regardless of the activities with which he occupies his waking 

hours and regardless of his physical environment. This is not to say that 

his activities and environment do not influence his emotions and spirit, \ 
•» 

but only that the journey within certainly is of more significance than 

\ - y 

the journey without, and whether man is urban or .rural is of less importance 

than the dilemmas encountered along the way—-it is the search that is of 

enduring interest. After the twenties, the city novel became an established 

fact in the literature, but anti-urban feeling remained strong in both 

urban and non-urban literature, a testament to a continuing resistance in 

the Canadian mind to the conditions of life in the cities. 

This resistance manifested itself most strikingly in the twenties 

through Group of Seven paintings .*=-»nese paintings, in which man rarely , 

appears, separate man from nature even more decisively than the rural and 

wilderness literature which interpreted man in an urban environment as 

unnatural. Paintings of a cultivated landscape are representations of a 

radically altered physical environment, but the painter by his choice of 

' subject gives us a view of human effort-'-human life is implied by the furrow. 

No communal relation is suggested to the viewer by the major Group paintings. 

Harris's Arctic does not beckon, and even Thomson's Algonquin Park has an 

.encapsulated beauty into which it is difficult to project oneself. The 

paintings idealize the landscape, offering us Utopia or a noble savagery, 

V 
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but hardly an invitation. Nonetheless, it is nearly impossible to view 

the paintings without ascribing to them qualities which are human—for 

example, spirituality—, so frequently have they been linked in writing' 

with*the national character. Nonetheless, they were painted by urban pam 

artists anxious to erect a wall between corrupt, materialistic mass man 

and the purity of the wilds. (Roy Daniells described/Lampman's "bell-tongued 

city with its glorious.-towers" in the poem "The City" as a "protection 

g 

from actualities." ) Thus, although this thesis is not about painting, 

it is impossible to ignore the fact that the dominant art form of the 

twenties supported the generally anti-urban tone of much of the literature. 

The Group' supplied us with a collection of visual images to contrast 

positively with our negative images of mass man and^technology. 

As our society continues to define itself in industrial and 

technological terms, the need becomes greater*and greater for imaginative 

political and social solutions to the problems of urban living. Therefore, 

Literature which keeps us in touch with the human dilemma within the- city 

becomes more and more important. It is only through exploration of the 

plight of the individual that the plight of the society/as a whole becomes 

clear. Literature that rejects the validity of the urban experience or 

polarizes city and land excludes and falsifies the experience of the 

three-quarters of the population that is urban. (Half of the population 

was urban in 1921.) Thus, it is of importance to us to trace the beginnings 

of our urban literature. 
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Chapter I 

Stead and Sinclair: 

The Furrow and the Hidden Places versus the City 

The work of Robert .Stead and Bertrand Sinclair is representative 

of the approach to the city taken in many novels of the twenties. 

. Though Stead is a substantially better writer than_Sinclair, the novels 

of both men offer a way into the thinking of the period about urban 

life. Stead contrasts the rural with the urban, while Sinclair's concern 

is with wilderness life as contrasted with and superior to urban life, 

but both writers examine the deleterious effects of materialism on the 

individual. 

Though Stead has a bias in favour of a life lived close to nature, 

x by no means can he be seen as condemning the city. Nor does Stead offer 

us a view of a benign prairie which totally neglects the harsher aspects 

of farming titers. Stead believed that the universe has what he called 

"Plan and Purpose," and that it is possible to perceive them with greater 

ease in a life spent tilling the soil, but he never discounted the 

rewards of a life in the city. It is materialism and a narrow view of 

existence ("the furrow") that Stead objects to, and these may be found 

as readily on a homestead as in the city. Though Stead depicts John 

Harris of The Homesteaders as admirable in the early stages of his farming 

career, he becomes unappealing AS a character once he has adopted 



materialism as a standard though he s t i l l remains a farmer. In Dave 

Elden of The Cowpuncher, Stead creates a big businessman who remains an 

appealing character because he never ful ly adopts values based on money. 

As an early r e a l i s t , Stead viewed both country and c i ty with a certain 

neutral i ty . 

The consistent connection that S inc la ir ' s novels make between the 

independent and indiv idual i s t ic s p i r i t and the British Columbia wilderness 

places him among those Canadian writers who have accepted and propagated 

what Carl Berger c a l l s the northern theme (see chapter VI), that i s , the 

notion that Canada'3 uniqueness i s based on i t s northern location , the 

qual i t i e s of endurance i t s people possess , and i t s l iberty . As so many 

of S inc la ir ' s characters are Americans-, the implication i s that the 

Canadian north i s providing for the rugged, indiv idual is t ic American what 

his own country cannot. S inc la ir ' s characters, i f they are worthwhile, 

suffer hardship without complaint. I t i s not even a matter of endurance; 

they hardly notice the d i f f i c u l t i e s of l i f e in the wild. Many of them 

see themselves as adhering to a natural ethic derived from contact with 

nature which i s superior to the man-made ethic which governs c i ty dwellers. 

Living according to a natural ethic breeds a superior type of man who i s 

unwilling to compromise h i s principles . ' This man i s wi l l ing to explo i t 

the environment for the benefit of himself and others because he sees 

such work as the most creative that man i s capable of undertaking. When 

man works at the heart of nature, he real izes his potential for growth 

and achieves the greatest possible sa t i s fac t ion . Nature i s so abundant 

that man can subdue i t without necessarily being destructive of i t . The 

materialism that i s a function of l i f e in a c i ty can eas i ly be avoided 

\ 
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in the wilderness. Noise, d is tract ion, and crowds are other drawbacks of 

c i ty j . i fe; the wilderness offers s i l e n c e , peace, and spaciousness. The 
« 

wilderness dweller i s seen as one who puts into practice the conclusions 

about l i f e that the greatest philosophers have arrived a t . The rational 

process, i f carried far enough, eventually leads back to nature. A l i f e 

in the c i ty i s confining both physical ly and mentally. Moral growth i s 

distorted, and the c i ty dweller finds himself just i fying dishonesty and 

l iv ing by codes which are t r i v i a l and superf ic ia l . He loses s i f h t of the 

truth as a result of having consistently to make compromises. Sinclair 

certainly must be considered one of Canada's early r e a l i s t writers , but 

much of h i s writing i s an exemplification of the romantic northern theme. 

The twenties were a transit ional period for the novel, and Sinclair helps 

bridge the gap between the romance popular before the war and the realism 

thaffcallaghan ushered in . 

« 

Robert Stead's seven prairie novels were published over a period 

of twelve years from 1914 to 1926, and altogether they offer a substantial 

commentary on the relat ion between country and c i t y . As a piece of 

l i t erature , Dennlson Grant (1920) i s the leasV: interest ing of Stead's 

books. I t i s i rr i ta t ing ly didact ic , containing the most wooden of Stead's 

characters, Dennison Grant himself, who seems a thinly disguised Robert 

Stead. But l ike many books which are only vehicles for an author's 

opinion, Dennison Grant provides a variety of signposts to Stead's views 

on problems which he presents with more art in his other works. After 

acquiring a piece of land, Grant offers us a grandiloquent apostrophe to 

the s o i l : 
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To take a substance s traight from the hand of the Creator and 
be the f i r s t in a l l the wor.ld to impose a human w i l l upon i t 
i s surely an* occasion fgr solemnity and thanksgiving . . . . 
How can anyone be so gross as to see only materialism in such 
work as this? Surely i t has something of fundamental re l ig ion 
in i t ; Jus t ,as from the s o i l springs a l l physical l i f e , may 
i t not be that deep down i n j h e so i l , axe, some way, the roots 
of the sp ir i tua l? The s o i l ^ e e d s the c i ty in two ways; i t 
f i l l s i t s be l ly with material food, and i t i s continually 
r e - v i t a l i z i n g i t s s p i r i t with fresh'streams of energy which 
can come only from the land. Up from the s o i l comes a l l l i f e , 
a l l progress, a l l development— .. 

A(DG, 291)1 

One might see th i s as a de f in i t ive statement of Stead's pos i t ion on the 

c i t y in re lat ion to the country, except that as Grant f in ishes th i s speech, 
« 

h i s plowshare s tr ikes a boulder, and he i s s p i l l e d from the plow into the 

s o i l . As he picks himself up, he remarks that i t was fortunate that that 

train of thought was "ditched" as he was dangerously c lose t o the 

development of a new "whim." Thus does Stead c a l l a h a l t , even to h i s 

own grandiloquence on the subject of the l i f e of the s o i l . During the 

period spent in an unnamed eastern c i t y administering h i s father 's 

business , Grant takes a walk one day and assesses c i t y and country, arty 

and nature: 

To be sure, it was not like roaming the foothills; there was 
not the soft breath of the Chinook, nor the deep silence of the 
mighty valleys. But there was movement and freedom and a chance 
to think. T|j| city offered artificial attractions in yhich 
the. foothills had not competed; faultlessly kept parks and 
lawns; splashes of perfume and color; spraying 'fountains and 
vagrant strains of music. He reflected that some merciful 
principle of compensation has made no place quite perfect and 
no place entirely undesirable. He remembered also the toll of ' 
his life in the saddle; the physical hardship, the strain of 
long hours and broken weather. And here, too, in a different 
way, he was in the saddle, and he did not know which strain was 
the greater. He was beginning to have a higher regard for the 
men in the saddle of business. The world only saw their success, 
or, it may be, their pretence of-success. But there was a 
different story from all that, which each one of them could 
have told forAimself. (DG, 223-24) 

Nt 
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Stead greatly admired the order and regularity that come with civilization. 

The combination of art and technology that the "spraying fountains" 

represent wou^d have intrigued him. His last novel, The Copper Disc 

(1931) , is a detective story about what he saw as a'technological miracle 

that would make art available to millions of people—the radio. In that 

book he stresses the use of the medium for the transmission of the singing 

voice. (For further discussion see the concluding chapter.) The automobile 

figures heavily in The Smoking Flax (1924), as. does the steam thresher 

in Grain (1926). The "artificial attractions" of the city are different 

in kind from those of the foothills, but they have their own appeal, and 

a life in the saddle may create saddlesores. Thus Stead reasons that 

. 1 - ' 
there is "no place quite perfect and no place entirely undesirable." 

Nonetheless, Stead's bias towards what he sees as a life of freedom 

1 
in the west i s exemplified through Grant, an urban man who.has chosen to 

l i ve as a cowboy in Alberta, when we encounter Grant, he has rejected 

his father's fortune rather*!han l i ve on money he has not earned. He has 

come to the ranges where he describes himself as "profoundly happy." 

He bel ieves that he looks ten years younger than his brother Roy, who 

works as a broker in h i s father's business , and fee l s that he has more 

real friends and i s gett ing more out of l i f e than h$s Twrother. With the 

extremism of the convert, Grant reproduces h i s Alberta room in h i s 

apartment in the east when he i s forced to return to Ontario to take over 

his father's business; he a lso takes a salary of only two hundred dollars 

^a month for running the business because he bel ieves that i s a l l he i s 

worth. Thus Grant i s presented from the beginning as an eccentric w 

* 
idealist prepared to act on his own convictions. 



Grant goes to war, and on his return remarks that the "trimmings" 

of civilian life seem irritating to one who has been dealing with 

"fundamentals" so long: "Fancy sitting behind a desk, wondering about ' 

* * 
the stock market, when, you've been accustomed to leaning up against a . 

parapet wondering where the next shell is going to burst! ..If that is 
i 

not from the^ublime to the ridiculous, it is at least from the vital to 

the inconsequential" (DG, 259). With these words, Stead turns Grant 

into a "returned soldier," that ubiquitous figure of Canadian life and 

literature in the twenties. By inserting a returned soldier into his 

book, Stead can offer a solution to one of the pressing social problems 

< 
of the period. This returned soldier is a nan w>o has been established 

already as a social thinker who prefers the west to the east, the country 

to the city, and "life" to money. Thus Stead has prepared the way for 

the exposition of a plan he has to alter the nature of Canadian society. 

The scheme is presented as an alternative to the socialism of th* twenties, 

which Stead saw as destructive. *' 
i" 

In The Cowpuncher (1918) Stead has Dave Elden attend a socialist 

meeting where he admires "the spirit of fair play" which gives every man 

a chance to speak his mind. Dave hears a lot about "Capital and Labour" 

and "Masters and Slaves," but he is most impressed by a mother of six 

- / 
who speaks of being unprotected by the state though she is producing the 

* 

population it claims it so badly needs. Dave's failure to be converted 

immediately to socialism is clarified when we reaxl Mr. Duncan's strictures 

on the "destructive brand of Socialism which seizes the fancy of 

disappointed and disgruntled men and women, and bids them destroy" (CP, 

109). Mr. Duncan feels that the quarrel between Labour and Capital can 

v 

a 

$ 



be resolved by "mutual respect and sympathy, and an honest conception of 

what constitutes success." Mr. Duncan and his daughter Edith provide the 

moral fulcrum on which The Cowpuncher turns, so when Duncan offers the 

"power of Love" as society's "only chance," we must assume -that he speak* 

« r Stead: 

Doctrines and policies are helpful to the extent to which they 
cause men to think, either directly or by creating environment 
conducive to thought; but they will never bring the golden age 
of happiness. That can come only through the destruction of 
selfishness, which can be destroyed only by the power of love. 

(CP, 110) 

Thus Stead is careful to point out that though society is on the verge 

of being re-organizedfJMmd indeed badly needs re-organization, pure socialism 

is not the solution to the problem. 

Dennison Grant becomes the spokesman for Stead's plan to set up a 

social experiment in the Alberta countryside. Grant explains his plan 

to his future wife, Phyllis Bruce, and to a party of Alberta businessmen. 

He believes that no one has the right to spend money he has not earned. 

This belief, which he had held before the war, has been strengthened by 

his war experiences, which have made even clearer to him the conviction 

that heroism has no connection with the extremes of wealth and poverty. 

He believes that since, under our present financial system, we acquire 

wealth that we do not earn, we should treat it as a "trust to be managed 

for the benefit of humanity." It is of no use to* give one's wealth away 

because that results in a pauperization of the recipient and a delay in 

the evolution of new conditions which would correct present injustices. 

Grant sees the three greatest needs of the post-war period as production 

(especially of food), instruction, and opportunity. To fill these needs, 

Grant proposes the following: 
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I propose to form^a company and buy a large block of land, cut ' 
it up into farms, bû il̂ Kfiouses and community centres, and put 
returned men and their families on these farms, under the 
direction of specialists in agriculture. I shall break up the 
rectangular survey of the West for something with humanizing 
possibilities; I mean to supplant it with a system of survey 
which will permit of settlement in groups—villages if you 
like—where I shall instal all the modern conveniences of the 
city, including movie shows. Our statesmen are never done 
lamenting that population continues to flow from the country 
to the city, but the only way to stop that flow is to make the 
country the more attractive of the two. 

(DG, 270-71) 

Stead's answer to the problem of flow of population from country to c i ty 

was the same answer devised by other thinkers of the period: bring the 

advantages of the c i ty to the country so young people w i l l not leave. ' 

Stead has modified th is view by the time he writes The Smoking Flax (1924). 

Jackson Stake argues that bringing c i ty conveniences, good roads, 

telephones, and mail delivery to the country can have no e f fec t on the 

trek from country to c i t y : "You can't make a calf into a ki t ten an' you 

can't make the country into a c i ty . . . " (SF_, 111). In Grain, three of 

the four Stake children leave the faam, and Jerry Chansley argues that only 

l iving in the c i ty w i l l take the crudeness from Gander. 

The economic base of Dennison Grant's scheme i s novel. He plans 

to put up a l l the money himself, prepare the farms unti l they are ready 

to receive a man and h is family, s e l l the man shares equivalent to the 

% value of the farm, and give him a perpetual lease subject to res tr i c t ions . 

The farmer i s to keep what he requires for h i s own use, s e l l the-balance 

and pay one-third of the proceeds into the treasury of the company. This 

payment i s to be credited towards his purchase of shares, and eventually 

payment would cease except for lev ies for running expenses. The 

shareholders themselves would determine the l e v i e s . The keystone of the 
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idea is buying shares in the company rather than gaining patent to the 

land through residence and cultivation as in homesteading. A shareholder 

.cannot let the land lie idle or allow machinery and buildings to get out 

of repair or rent or sell the land, nor can he buy out. less successful 

neighbours and become a land monopolist. If the shareholders have 

decided that crops must be rotated to preserve the fertility of the soil, 

this must be done. The community controls the individual, but the 

individual has the right to argue for changes in the rules of the company 

at any time. The ambitious in the company would be curbed by giving to 

-each man the same number of votes as he has children. Grant proposes 

not to get his initial investment back, but to create more farms with 

the money as it comes in, arguing that there is. no l>mit to what a sum 

of money can accomplish, provided there are no interest charges. If the 

experiment succeeds, Grant plans to turn the machinery over to the state 

as his contribution to the betterment of humanity. If the scheme fails, 

he only will have demonstrated its unsoundness. Grant believes that 

natural laws govern man's economic and social relationships and "when 

those laws have been discovered the impossibilities of to-day will become 

i 

the common practice of to-morrow" (DG, 276). He plans to make no profit 

at all from the scheme. Phyllis Bruce describes him as completely unselfish; 

she sees him as a man who covets no reward for himself, but as one who 

only seeks the common good. It is the "power of love" that moves Grant, 

and he fulfills Mr. Duncan's prescriptions for changes in society. Grant 

plans to farm a half section of his own, but to keep it entirely separate 

from the company, which he does not want "clinging" about him: * 

You will notice that my plan, unlike most communistic or socialistic 
ventures, relieves the individual of no atom of responsibility. 
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I give him the opportunity, but I put it up to him to make good 
with that opportunity. I have not overlooked the fact that a 
man is a man, and never can be made quite into a machine.. (DG, 281) 

As for society at large, Grant has no "patience with any claim that all 

men are equal, or capable of rendering equal service to society" (DG, 322), 

and he wants payment to be made according to service rendered. Grant 

argues that if a corporation can determine the value of the service ' 

rendered by each of its employees, a nation can determine the value of 

the service rendered by each of its citizens. The problems of society 

can be solved by hard work, and the "best way to encourage hard work is 

to find a system by- which every man will be rewarded according to the 

service rendered" (DG, 326). 

The implementation of Grant's scheme would halt or slow down 

urbanization by making the country more economically and socially desirable 

than the city. Stead was extremely conscious of the fast rate of growth 

of the prairie city, and though he is never prepared to deny the city 
i 

its right to exist, he believes that it has grown at a rate detrimental 

to the nation's economic structure. Dave Elden, the cowpuncher, a 

character who is identified with both the land and the city, makes the. 

following remarks: 

We have built a city here, a great and beautiful city, almost 
as a wizard might build it by magic over night. There was 
room for it here; there was occasion; there was justification. 
But there was neither occasion nor justification for turning 
miles and miles of prairie land into city lots—lots which 
in the nature of things cannot possibly, in your time or mine, 
be required for city purposes. These lots should be producing; 
wheat, oats, potatoes, cows, butter—that is What we must ( 

build our city on. We have been considering the effect rather 
than the cause. The cause is the country, the neglected' 
country, and until it overtakes the city we must stand still, 
if we do not go back. Our prosperity has been built on 
borrowed money, and we have forgotten that borrowed money must, 
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sometime, be repaid. Meanwhile, in the heart of the greatest 
agricultural country in the world, we bring our potatoes across ' 
the American continent, and our butter across the Pajcific 
Ocean. (CP, 174-75) 

One of the side effects of the land boom described in The Cowpuncher is 

that some of the land bought by the speculators is doomed to lie unused 

for years. It is no longer officially farm land, but neither can the 

city expand to populate it. When the boom is over, both the farmers^and 

the developers lose money, and the land remains unproductive." As Dave 

says, "We started at the wrong end in our nation building . . . . We 

started to build cities, leaving the country to take care of itself. . . . 

where there is a prosperous country the cities will take care of themselves 

(CP, 275). Also implied in Dave's remarks is the unusual pattern of land 

development in the west in .which the railroad entered virgin territory 

and towns sprang up around the railroad junctions before the surrounding 

countryside had even started to be farmed. Stead proposes to reverse 

this process by speeding up the settlement of the land through his 

co-operative land scheme. His plan would act as a counter to current 

V . 1 
socialist programmes which involved redistribution of wealth, and would 

also solve the unemployment problem for the returned soldier. Population 

would flow from city to country rather than the reverse. The plan would 

also encourage large families so that the nation would not have to depend 

on immigration to populate its remoter areas. The historian J. M. S. 

Careless, in an article on aspects of urban life in the west (1870-1914), 

points out that by 1911 the percentage of urban population in Alberta was 

38.07 and in Manitoba 43.43, "suggesting that during the great western 

boom urbanization in these provinces was actually proceeding a bit faster ' 

than rural settlement—and markedly so in the older community of Manitoba, 

\ 
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which exhibited an urban increase of over 16 percent, double the national 
2 

average for the decade." Thus Stead's concern with the relat ion of c i ty 

to country on the prair ies seems only to have'reflected a s tate of mind 

which must have been common among prairie dwellers in the early part of 

th i s century. 
i 

Careless's article also stresses that the "constructive, assertive 

vigour in early western urban life" lay far more in individual entrepreneurs 

than- it did in municipal institutions. In this respect the western cities 

were elitist rather than democratic, and their development depended a 

great' deal on the individual good will of the entrepreneur. In Dennison 

Grant, Stead gives us a picture of an entrepreneur, Transley, who helps 

build up an Alberta cow town into a metropolis. Stead has mixed feelings 

ut Transley, whose vigour and energy he admires, but whose morals he 

compares unfavourably to those of Dennison Grant. In the early part of 

the novel, Transley is presented as a decisive man of action, as his 

handling of his contract for Y.D. and his fighting of the fire demonstrate. 

When his work for Y.D,. collapses, he immediately scents out the activity,, 

in the neighbouring cow town which is at the beginning of a land boom, 

and takes his contracting outfit there: 

In defiance of all tradition, and, most of all, in defiance of 
the predictions of the ranchers who had known it so long for 
a cow-town and nothing more, the place began to grow. No one 
troubled to inquire exactly why it should grow, or how. As 

"for Transley, it was enough for him'that team labor was in demand. 
He took a contract, and three days after the fire in the 
foothills he was excavating for business blocks about to be 
built in the new metropolis. (DG, 142-43) 

Transley realizes there is bigger money to be made if he does not contract 

all the time for other people. He goes to Y.D. and asks for financial 
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backing, arguing that the two of them might as wel l have the cream as the 

skimmed milk. Transley explains h i s plan to-Y.D.: 

"We go to the owner of a block of l o t s somewhere where there's 
no building going on. He's anxious to s tar t something, because 
as soon as building s tar t s in that d i s t r i c t the l o t s w i l l s e l l 
for two or three times what they do now. We say to him, 'Give 
us every second l o t in your block and w e ' l l put a house on i t . ' 
In th i s way we get the lo t s for a t r i f l e ; perhaps for nothing. 
Then we build a l o t of houses, more or l e s s to the same plan* 
We put 'em up quick and cheap. We build 'em t o s e l l , not to 
l i v e in . Then we mortgage 'em for the l a s t cent we can ge t . , 
Then we put the price up to twice what the mortgage i s and s e l l 
them as fast as we can build them, get t ing our equity out and 
leaving the purchasers to s e t t l e with the mortgage company. 
I t ' s good for from thirty to forty per cent profit , - not per 
annum, but per transaction." (DG, 149-50) « 

Y.D., who has been described ear l i e r in the novel as having a "commercialized 

eye," naturally remarks that Transley's plan "sounds in teres t ing ," and 

thus a c i ty springs up in the Alberta f o o t h i l l s financed by c a t t l e money. 

Careless's a r t i c l e mentions that cattlemen often financed important 

municipal undertakings, and that the f i r s t Calgary Stampede in 1912 was-

financed by the "Big Four" cattlemen, A. E. Cross, Pat Burns, George Lane, 

4 
and A. J. McLean. Transley's quick money-making methods leave much to 

be desired, and Zen remarks that h i s methods are based on the assumption 

that any man worth h i s s a l t takes what he wants in th is world. I t i s t h i s 

same philosophy that j u s t i f i e d the war profiteering that f ina l ly 

consolidates Transley's fortune: 

He had seized the panicky moments following the outbreak of the 
war to buy heavily on the wheat and c a t t l e markets, and increases 
in prices due to the world's demand for food had made him ^ne 
of the wealthy men of the c i t y . The desire of many young> 
farmers to e n l i s t had a lso afforded an opportunity to acquire 
the ir holdings for small considerations, and Transley had proved^ 
h i s patriotism by f a c i l i t a t i n g the ambitions of as many men I I K 
t h i s posit ion as came to his at tent ion. The fact that even 
before the war ended the farms which he acquired in th is way -
were worth several times the price he paid was only an incident 
in the transactions. (DG, 282-83) 

\ 
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In this respect, Stead compares Transley to Grant, who not only winds up 

his business and makes his money available to the Canadian government to 

fight the war, but enlists in the war and urges his employees to do so 

as well. 

Stead, l ike so many others, believed that one of the e f fec t s of 

World War I was to change the popular idea of what was right and wrong, 

and he has Grant arguing to Transley that before the war the man who made 

oney by almost any means was set up on a pedestal cal led "Success," but , 

now that the war i s over "the nation demands that he be thrown into 

prison; the Press heaps contumely upon him; he has-become an object of 

suspicion . . . " (DG, 324). Grant describes th is "world wide" change as 

having come about in five years, and even remarks to Y.D. that some people 

regard "prosperous ranchers" as prof i teers . Neither Transley nor Y.D. 

take Grant's remarks as applicable to themselves, though Grant i s suggesting 

that their day i s over as moral standards have altered so radical ly . 

When one real izes that expectations such as Grant's were widespread in 

Canadian society after the war, one can understand only too readily the 

disil lusionment that had se t in by the mid-twenties, especia l ly among 

returned so ld i er s . This despair i s very graphically described in Douglas 

Durkin's The Magpie (1923). Nonetheless, Stead connects Transley"s 

qua l i t i e s with tmose necessary to build up the country. Zen succumbs to 

Transley, although she wants Grant because she fee ls she i s in the "grip 

of a powerful machine" (DG, 154), and Grant observes that Transley used 

the methods of a "landshark" in winning Zen. Transley seized Zen in 

the same way he seized the opportunities the country afforded: 

* She did not fear Transley. She believed in him. She believed 
in his ab i l i t y to grapple with anything that stood in his way; 
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z> to thrust it aside and press on. She respected the judgment 
of her father and her mother, and both of them believed in 
Transley. He would succeed; he would seize the opportunities 
this young country afforded and rise to power and influence 
upon them. He would be kind, he would be generous. He would 
make her proud of him. What more could she want? 

(DG, 160) 

Stead t r i e s to s e t t l e the question of how the Transleys are to be halted 

by offering us Dennison Grant and h i s land schemes, but Grant i s so 

two-dimensional and h i s scheme so unreal i s t ic that Transley runs away 

with the book despite Stead's e f forts to stop him. 

However, Stead deals at greatest length with the issue of the growth 

of a c i ty through land speculation in The Cowpuncher. Again two men are 

compared and contrasted. Dave Elden i s an impoverished young rancher who 

moves to an Alberta cow town, joins forces with Conward, an urban man 

interested in get-rich-quick real estate schemes, and becomes a mil l ionaire. 

Dave i s presented as being sucked in,by Conward, who finds Dave's honesty 

and innocence a convenient .facade for his shady dealings'!* To convince 

Dave to join him, conward caulks up the natural advantages of the c i ty in 

a way that reminds Dave of "the prelude of an address before a boomsters' 

club" (CP, 149): 

This i s one of the few centres in America which has a north and 
f—^ south trade equal to i t s east and west trade. We're on the 

cross-roads . . . . Every railway that taps th i s country must 
come to t h i s c i t y , because we have the s t a r t , and are too big 
to be ignored. (C£, 149-50) 

1 Careless's ar t i c l e quotes a promotional supplement to a Calgary newspaper, 

the Herald, published in 1910 which declared that "For 150 miles to the 

north, south, east and west of us l i e s a large section of land a l l of which 

i s absolutely tributary to us, rich in agriculture, in minerals, forests 

and natural resources, and probably without paral le l in the Dominion in 
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the possibilities of growth and development." Careless observes that 

it was anticipation of such possibilities that brought on the Calgary 

boom 6f 1910-12, and it was probably Stead's observations of the land 

boom in Alberta that stimulated The Cowpuncher, Dennison Grant/ and parts 

of The Homesteaders. Dave scoffs, at Conward's use of the word "city," 

but the events of the book prove Conward's predictions about the real 

estate boom, or as. Conward prefers to term it, "industrial development," 

to, be correct. After Dave is successful, he reviews the simple process 

which has turned the cow town into a big city. It began with the prosperity 

of incoming money from a small group of speculators and adventurers. 

These had filled the available hotels and office buildings, and construction 

began to accommodate them. As labourers were scarce, workmen were brought 

in from the outside. Space was insufficient to accommodate the labourers, 

so more buildings had to be constructed: 

The thing grew upon itself. It was like a fire starting slowly 
in the still prairie grass, which by its own heat creates a 
breeze that in turn gives birth to a gale that whips it forth 
in uncontrollable fury. Houses went up, blocks of them, streets 
of them, miles of them, but they could not keep pace with the 
demand . . . . And more stores and more places of amusement 
were needed. And the fire fed on its own fury and spread to 
lengths undreamed by those who first set the match to the dry 
grass. (CP, 164-65) 

Dave observes that the first buyers were cautious, weighing the advantages 

and disadvantages of the vacant lots carefully, but they were able to 

sell so quickly at a profit that the "caution of the early transactions 

was forgotten in the rush for more lots which, almost immediately could 

be re-sold at a profit." At the height of the land boom, Dave drives 

through the city streets late at night; the streets are "congested with 

traffic and building material," and electric riveters are working on 

* 
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office blocks which are being completed by the aid of arc lights and 

i 
double shifts. Naturally the flood recedes, and land values become 

depressed. Building operations 4cease, and the army of workmen retreats 

from the city. 'Trade is reduced in volume, and houses and offices are 

empty. There is no demand for land. The boom is over. 

Stead's attitude to the process that he spends so many pages 

describing may be summed up in the .infcAing metaphor of the book—the 

episode of the lame calf which, unable to flee from the wolves, is killed 

and eaten. At the beginning of the book Dave describes the incident for 

Reenie as "life": 

"Everything i s a vict im, some way or other. Even the wolves 
'at tore th i s l i t t l e beast'11 go down to some rancher's r i f l e , 
maybe, although they were only doing what nature said . . . I 
guess i t ' s the same way in the c i t i e s ; the innocent bein' 
hunted, an' the innocenter they arevthe easier they're caught." 

(CP, 53) 

The principal "innocent" victim of the land speculator Conward is the 

tubercular Merton, who sinks all his savings in a lot miles away from the 

city, and who dies alone because it takes his son'so long to get help. 

Others are Mrs. Hardy, Gladys Wardin, and Bert Morrison, who loses all 

her money. In so far as Dave is Conward's victim, he is also an innocent 

rather than one of the preying wolves. However, Dave has ample warning 

from Conward about the business methods he plans to use. Conward tells 

Dave a story about the two brothers in the coal business, one of whom 

gets religion. The second brother refuses to convert on the grounds that 

there will be nobody left to weigh the coal. Dave goes along with Conward, 

allowing him to weigh the coal, up until the point where Conward attempts 

to seduce a young woman, Gladys Wardin. This incident opens Dave's eyes, 

and from this point on he no longer symbolically accepts the death of the 
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calf as "nature," but instead vows to* kill the'wolf that killed the calf. 

The real estate boom has collapsed anyway, but Dave can fight the "wolves" 

in a larger arena: he decides to enlist in the war which has just broken 

out. Stead brings us back to the calf metaphor with Dave's death at the 

end of the book. Edith Duncan quotes him as saying, "And when Brownie was 

killed . . . I said it was the innocent thing that got caught. Perhaps 

I was right. But perhaps it's best to get caught. Not for the getting 

A 
•caught, but for the—the compensations." Dave has learned to extract a 

meaning from his observations of predator and prey other than'that "it's 

just 'nature'." As Edith Duncan has told him, suffering and sacrifice 

stimulate kindness and unselfishness in others, and life is a riddle, its 

plan and purpose often remaining unclear to us. In the same way that Dave 

eventually has to come to terms with a natural order which dispatches a lame / 

calf, he must also come to terms with a "system" which creates a city. His 

/ 
full realization of the dubious nature of his land speculation deals causes -

him to condemn it as worse than war: / 

They were in the grip of a System—a System whish had found them 
poor, had suddenly made them wealthy, and now, with equal suddenness, 
threatened to make them poor_ag*in. It was like war—kill or be 
killed. It occurred to Dave that itTwaS w e n worse than war. War 
has in it the qualities of the heroic; splendid bravery; immeasurable 
self-sacrifice; that broad spirit of devotion to a *ague ideal which 
for lack of. a better name, is called patriotism. This System had 
none of that. It was more like assassination . . . . (CP_, 222) 

Edirth Duncan sees the war partly as having been caused by the "System," 

and partly as an opportunity for self-sacrificing behaviour, and therefore 

as cleansing for Dave and others: . 

"I know how selfish and individualistic and sordid and money-
grubbing we have been; how slothful and incompetent and 
self-satisfied we have been, and I fear it will take a long 
war and sacrifices and" tragedies altogether beyond our present 
imagination to make us unselfish and public-spirited and clean 
and generous; it will take the strain aad emergency of war to 

t 
aftc 



/ 
/ 

•> 1 9 

liake us vigorous^^nd e f f i c i e n t ; i t w i l l take the Sting of many 
defeats to impose that humility which w i l l be the beginning 
of our regeneration." {CP_, 318-19) 

Thus Dave's involvement in the war becomes a form of expiation for his 

and Conward's behaviour. The sacr i f i ce of-Merton generates the need to 
> 

care.for Merton's son and makes both Dave and Reenie behave generously 

to the boy. Tfie "system"-becomes submerged m a universal plan, whose 

purpose i s not completely apparent, but which brings forth heroic qua l i t i e s 

in humanity. Dave also sends Reenie back to the ranch to help raise she / 

fqod which i s needed to win the war, so that out of the destruction of 

war comes the abundance of grain production. This theme i s developed 

at great length in Grain, where Stead makes a hero out of Gander Stake, 

who stays home and ra ises enormous quantit ies of wheat. To assure the 

reader that Gander has the same bravery that the boys in the trenches have, 

Stead depicts Gander risking his' l i f e to save someone from death in a 

threshing machine, and gett ing a symbolic Victoria Cross for^it . 

What i s probably the same Alberta foo th i l l town appears in The 

Homesteaders. When Riles arrives there, the land boom i s just beginning, 

and he finds that the town looks very much l ike P la inv i l l e except that 

there are "half-a-dozen real es tate o f f i c e s , with a score or more curbstone 

dealers , . locators, commission-splitters, and go-betweens . . . " (HS_, 198), 

in other words, a variety of persons a l l taking a percentage of the sale 

of real e s t a t e . Riles a l so sees many large l ivery stables which are a 

clue to the amount of prospecting going on in the h i l l s surrounding the 

townt The business to be made in supplying mining operations was certainly 

a factor in the land boom. The events of th i s episode pre-date the building 

of the Crow's Nest Pass railway l ine which linked Kootenay mining development 

? 
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to Calgary's supply trade, because, one detail in the scheme to swindle 

Harris involves his buying a - coal mine on speculation. The expectation 

of a railroad on whi^h /coal could be transported to Calgary spurred the 

purchase and development of likely mining territory, and had Gardiner's 

coal mine actually existed, Harris probably would not have been investing 

his money badly, that.is, if we assume the unnamed town to be modelled 

on Calgary. Harris actually spends a few hours in Calgary, which is 

mentioned by name, on his way to the unnamed town, but that would not 

have- prevented Stead from using information about Calgary to describe the 

other town. High River is another likely possibility, or Stead may have 

created a composite based on his knowledge of various Alberta cities. 

Speculation in mining development thus was just as important in creating 

Calgary as speculation in land development. Careless stresses the 

dominating power of rail transport which brought all the speculators to 

Calgary in the first place, and caused the too-swift development of the 

western cities. Stead becomes eloquent on the number and variety of the 

speculators that Riles sees clustered in the barroom of his hotel, and * 

links them directly to the building of Canada: 

\ 
Men were lined three deep against the capacious bar, shouting, 
swearing, and s inging, and spending the ir money with an abandon 
not to be found in mi l l ionaires . . . . Land-seekers, some in' 
overalls and flannel s h i r t s , some in ready-mades with dirty 
ce l lu lo id co l lars and cheap, gaudy ties-*-big, powerful men with 
the muscles and manners of the horse—and others, l ighter of 
frame, who apparently made an eas ier and a better l iv ing by the 
employment of their brains; cowboys in schaps and sun-burn and 
s i l k handkerchiefs; ranchers, s ta te ly English and French stock, 
gentleman*still f ive thousand miles from the place of their 
breeding; lumbermen and river-drivers , iron bodies set with 
quick, combative i n t e l l e c t s ; guides, locators , fre ighters , land 
dealers*, gamblers, sharks, and hangers-on wove back and forth 
plying the shuttle'from which the fabric of a new nation must 
be wrought.' (HS, 181-82) 
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John Harris, who had "lived in an atmosphere of conservatism" a l l h is 

l i f e , i s se ized by the reckless s p i r i t of the Alberta town, and becomes 

"the greatest gambler of them a l l " (HS_, 223-24) . Riles as well i s only 

too readily sucked in by the"atmosphere to the point where he i s prepared 

to cheat an old friend and neighbour. The less savoury s ides of R i l e s ' s 

and Harris's characters had been held in check by the manners and mores of 

the small farming community (Pla invi l le ) in which they l ived . When Harris 

sees R i l e s ' s body, he turns his eyes away towards the val ley: "On the 

farther s lopes , leagues d i s tant through the clear a i r , ripening f i e lds 

of wheat lay on the h i l l s i d e s l ike patches of copper-plate, and farther 

s t i l l thin columns of smoke marked the points where steam-ploughs were 

wrapping the virgin prair ie in her f i r s t black bridal of commerce" (HS, 

314). But Harris sees neither the wheat nor the steam-ploughs; the 

horror of what he has done i s too strong. IA capsule form, Stead offers 

us.a b e a t i f i c v i s ion of the abundance and beauty of what Harris has 

abandoned, but he a lso suggests the deterioration into materialism o£/ 

Harris's v i s i o n . 

Stead's attack on materialism i s too complex to be associated 

ent ire ly with the c i t i e s . In f a c t , what he i s depicting in The Homesteaders 

i s the degeneration of a dream of the good l i f e on the s o i l . Harris i s 

consumed by greed long before he gets to Alberta, and h is or ig inal scheme 

i s to make a k i l l i n g on free farm land tl\ere. Stead sees Harris as 

typical of many Manitoba s e t t l e r s who kept their idealism amid adverssfty, 

but who began to change when they real ized that their land was worth 

money. Farmers from the United States seeking cheaper land came to Manitoba 

with cash in hand, and the fact that land represented 'health was "borne in 
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on the s e t t l e r s . In the early part of The Homesteaders Stead deta i l s a 

P la inv i l l e communal l i f e of enthusiasm, resourcefulness, good-will , and 

sharing. When land begins to be sold for money, th is sense of community 

disappears: 

. . . in some way the old sense of oneness, the old community 
interest which had held the l i t t l e band of pioneers together 
amid their privations and their poverty, began to weaken and 
disso lve , and in i t s place came an individualism and a 
materialism that measured progress only in dollars and cents . 

(HS, 100) 

Ironical ly , the very technology that made 'farming eas ier and*more e f f i c i en t 

also encouraged a dollars-and-cents approach that argued against l e s s 

tangible values. Stead l i s t s improved agricultural implements, improved 

methods of farming, greater knowledge of prairie conditions, reductions 

in the cost of transportation, enlarged f a c i l i t i e s for marketing, increasing 

world demand and higher world prices as factors contributing to the" 

real izat ion that land was worth money. To some extent , Harris i s seen 

as the victim of economic and soc ia l changes that are not of his making, f 

But to do Harris j u s t i c e , as Stead remarks, i t i s not altogether the desire 

for wealth that prompts his wil l ingness to leave Manitoba; i t i s also his 

long-buried idealism, what Stead describes as* the memories of "the joy 

and the courage and the comradeship and the conquering. . . . the CAII 

of the new land . . . " (HS_, 116-17). stead sees Harris' s change as a 

"process of evolution" which requires a shock before i t can be halted. 

The experience in Alberta i s enough to "pulverize his gods," and Harris 

i s able to return to his better s e l f . Thus Stead sees a fundamental 

difference between the pioneering experience in Manitoba and in Alberta. 

Beulah Harris sums i t up fh? her l e t t e r to her mother: 

The homestead rush i s on here in earnest; the trains are crowded. 
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mostly with Americans, and the hotels are simply sp i l l ing 
over. They're a motley crowd, these homesteaders. Down with 
us , you know, the s e t t l e r s were looking for homes, and a chance 
to make a l iv ing , but up here they're out for money—the long 
green, they cal l i t . Their idea i s to prove up and s e l l their 
lands, when they w i l l e i ther buy more or leave the country. 
But the great point i s that they are after money rather than 
homes. They belong to a c lass which has been rushing .for a 
generation ahead of a wave of high land values . . . . Of 
course th is w i l l right i t s e l f in time; the f i r s t flood of 
land-seekers are soi l -miners, but the second are home-builders. 

(HS, 160) 

Beulah, though she does not realize it, has given her mother the explanation 

of, why the "soil-miners" have come to Alberta before the "home-builders." 

She takes the "trains" so much for granted that she does not realize 

their significance. The letter tells about a train trip through "enormous 

prairies" with "no settlement,- not a house, nor stack, nor any sign of 

life" (HS_, 158). Transportation to Alberta was created in advance of 5 

settlement, and the "soil-miners" were quick to realize the possibilities 

of gain. Conward's booster speech to Dave in The Cowpuncher makes this 

very clear. .By contrast the principal mode of transport during settlement 

of the Plainvilie district was horse and wagon. In fact, the Harris 

family had to make a detour through the United States, where there was 

a railroad, to get to Manitoba at all. Settlers got off the train at 

"Emerson," which is depicted as having many of the-qualities of High' 

River, and made slow, arduous journeys in search of a suitable claim. 

The town of Plainville is built in anticipation of the railroad: 

. . .Dr. Blain . . . had his headquarters at the new town of 
Plainville, which consisted of Sempter's general store and a 
"stopping place," and which had sprung up near the junction 
of two streams in anticipation of the railway, 

o (HS, 72) 

Stead describes the "boundless prairie reaches of Manitoba" as being 

"comparatively well settled" after twenty-five years, but by then 
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"railways had supplanted ox-cart and bob-sleigh as the freighters of the 

plains" and the "howl of the coyote had given way to the whistle of the 

locomotive . . . " (HS_, 89) . The railroads had made their contribution 

to c iv i l i za t ion and prosperity, but, as with the improvements in farm 

technology which gave the land a "money value," they had brought losses 

as wel l : "less idealism and l e s s unreckoning hospital i ty" (HS_, 90) . 

In The Bail Jumper, Ray Burton travels in a colonist train to the 

Alberta footh i l l s to f i l e on a homestead. Stead observes that the "two 

slender threads of s t ee l seemed the only connecting link with modern 

c i v i l i z a t i o n . . . " (BJ, 197). Burton fee l s the lure of the west in the 

chancel "to be in at the beginning; to lay new foundations of business, 

government, and soc ie ty , unchecked by tradit ion, unhampered by convention, 

undaunted by the arrogance of precedent" (BJ, 197-98). The immigrants 

travel l ing with him exude a feel ing of being hunted and oppressed, but 

they are s t i l l fu l l of hope, wonder, and ambition. Though Burton and the 

Central European immigrants are genuine "home buildejjp,", Burton is* 

accosted by a "soil-miner" as soon as he gets off th^^Httfe. He i s urged* 

to buy a homestead from someone who does not yet have a patent for i t . 

When Burton i s not taken i n , the man t r i e s to get him to pay for the 

information that a notice of cancellation on the homestead w i l l be posted. 

If the country i s not alluring enough, perhaps the c i ty w i l l be—he i s 

offered "top-notch" town property for f ive hundred dollars which can be 

resold for a "cool thousand before December." Through Burton's tr ip to 

Alberta, Stead gives us a picture of the motley combination of idealism 

and materialism that helped build up the west and people i t s c i t i e s . 

In his las t two prairie books, Stead shifted from the big c i ty back 

i 
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to the rural d i s t r i c t he had f i r s t described in The Bail Jumper. The 

Smoking Flax and Grain return to Pla invi l le and i t s surroundings. As a 

vehicle for his social analys is , Stead creates the character of Cal 

Beach, a soc io log i s t whose immediate plan after being graduated "was to 

do a ser ies of sociological studies for one of the more serious-minded 

magazines, and a f the same time gather material for a book for popular 

circulatidn . . . " (SF, 28) . He i s advised by the doctor to spend a year 

or two on the open prairies for his health; he winds up on the Stake 

farm near P la inv i l l e , where his f i r s t "observation" i s that the Stake 

farm buildings point in every direction and are in a bad state of repair. 

His f i r s t act i s to clean and re-organize the granary where he and Reed 

are to s l eep . We are told that the topic of Cal's "prize thesis" at 

university was /"The Reaction of Industrialism Upon the Rural Social s y"i 

Atmosphere." Thus we are prepared for Cal's real izat ion that he can 

take a "post-graduate course in sociology" right there on the Stake farm. 

He sees the Stake homestead as prosperous "in a gross kind of way" (SF, 

87) , and therefore perfect "raw material" for his experiments. His aims 

are grandiose: 

Fancy inject ing idealism into th is clay; substituting art for 
materialism; l iv ing for being a l ive ; implanting an in te l l ec tua l 
consciousness; attuning minds to the in f in i t e reactions of 
Truth; broadening horizons unt i l they included the world, the 
universe i t s e l f ! (SF, 88) 

All of Stead's heroes and heroines have these aims to some degree, and 

Gander Stake's departure from the farm in Grain i s a deliberate attempt 

to expand his universe and act out a larger truth than the one he has 

learned plowing"a straight furrow. Thus Cal's reordering of the farm 

buildings i s , seen as a substitution of art for crudity and ugl iness . 



26 

When Cal hitches up the Ford engine to the cream separator and lightens 

#rs. Stake's work load, he is attempting to remove her one step further 

from the"̂  animal. Stead's positive view of technology must be seen in 

» 

this light to be understood. Stead did not see,man as the slave of f 

technology, and thus he does- not view Gander Stake's love of horses and 

machines as incompatible. Cal Beach, who has a "mechanical turn of mind, 

as well as a philosophic one" (SF, 98), comes close to being Stead's 

perfect man. In Neighbours, Frank proves himself to be a good farmer, 

but he has to turn himself into an artist and poet before he can win Jean. 

Stead speaks of the "divine urge"/which bade Cal bring order into the 

chaos of the Stake farm. Cal is s>een as a propaganda mechanism which can 

be used to awaken spiritual consciousness on the farm, a quality which 

cannot flourish in the monotony of farm labour: 

If he [Cal] could bring order into the chaos of farm labor, 
if he could, touch with one glimpse of beauty the sordidness 
which was expressed by "forty dollars a month and found";' if 
he could awaken to spiritual consciousness the physical life 
of which the Stake farmstead was typical, and at the same time 
gain a livelihood for Minnie and for Reed: that, surely, would 
be something worth while. (SF, 167) 

At the end of Grain, we are led to believe that Cal, through his writing, 

is fulfilling these goals. 

Thus Stead, despite his praise of the life of\the soil," is well 

aware of the stultifying effects of the drudgery of rarm labour. Minnie 

describes farmers as "Always tired, or just getting over being tired, or ' 

just' going to do something that'll make 'em tired. It becomes 

chronic" (SF_, 121). In the course of the two books, three of the four 

Stake children leave the farm,. Jackson Stake Jr. leaves because his father 

will not pay him wages; Minnie leaves because ,of the drudgery, symbolized 



27 

* 

for her by the everlasting milking, and because "a girl must have some 

one to talk to" (SF_, 89) . She describes the environment as "always the 

same people, the same fields, the same horses, the same cows (SF, 122). 

Gander leaves partly because he has been made aware of a higher standard 

of behaviour than his life has hitherto presented him with, and to follow 

through on his other love—machinery. All reject the farm environment 

for the city, Stead offers us a spectrum of experiences for the three 

' * Stake, children. Jackeon becomes a drifter and n'er-do-well who eventually 

commits suicide. Minnie goes to Winnipeg only to take advantage of the 

" ^ business course which is available there, but returns to the rural town 

closest to her roots. She does not remain in the city, and in Plainville 

never takes a house or apartment of her own. She lives in a boarding-house 

and. goes "home" on weekends and in the evening. At home she still'milks 

- the cows. When she marries, she settles in a log cabin near a lake with 

a man who values the rural life and whose confessed aim it is to make it 

^more palatable. Stead gives us the impression that Gander, will succeed 

in the city. In the note he leaves for Jo, he writes "I've got a good 

job in a garage. I like working about machines" (G, 280). One cannot 

imagine Gander, who has driven farm machinery from the age of ten, and 

^ who places his hand on the boiler of BiliPowers' threshing machines as 

if he is reassuring a nervous horse, ever failing as a garage mechanic. 

One day after repairing the Stake car, Gander takes it out for a trial run: 

"Its renewed life seemed to feed life .back to him through the steering-wheel, 

the switch, the gearshaft, through every contact" (£, 193). Thus Stead 

i 
does not take a negative view of the drift of farmers to the city. He 

/*. 

believes that some equilibrium must be achieved. Though Stead presented 



28 

technological improvements on the farm as having contributed to the growth 

of the material ist side of Jonn Harris's nature in The Homesteaders, 

technology i s also the g«mie that puts a boy of ten on a binder and 

turns him into a "magician" who slays "serried ranks of wheat in l e s s time 

than a score of grown men with aching backs and swinging cradles" (G, 49) . 

Stead remarks that an "industry which has been so mechanized can spare 

a Jackie now and again—and does" (G, 49) . Once Mrs. Stake s tar t s to do 

»i 
the washing and the cream separating with the help of a machine, Minnie s 

departure seems l e s s s igni f icant . 

The Gander Stake of Grain i s linked so c lose ly to the machines he 

operates that i t i s d i f f i c u l t to imagine him in any other context. His 

father, Jackson, readily adopts the idea of large-scale farming, the disc 

d r i l l , bulk handling of wheat, and steam and gasoline threshers. Stead 

points out that Jackson Stake i s but one unit in a hundred thousand "who 

were making possible the great trek from the country to the c i t y , a trek 

which never could have taken place but for the application of machinery 

fio land" (G, 44). Gander himself readily solves the "mysteries of the 

self-binder" at the age of nine, but he regards "book-learning" as 

"non-essential and irrelevant" (G, 42). At ten, Gander can drive a 

two-horse team on the mower and a four-horse team on the binder. As a 

ch i ld , Gander loves horses, machines, and Jo Burge. His ambition i s to 

f i re the engine of a threshing machine some day. Stead t e l l s us that 

though books do not f ire Gander, he i s deeply s t irred by the "romance of 

machinery, of steam, which at the pull of a lever turned loose the power 

of giants" (G, 61) . Though a chi ld , Gander can take a man's place on the 

farm because he can manage most of the farm machinery. He can boast to 
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Minnie that he can t e l l the difference between a Deering and a Massey-

Harris across a f i f ty-acre f i e l d . During the war Gander temporarily 

holds a job faring a threshing machine. Stead offers an elaborate 
v. 

step-by-step description of the interact ion between Gander and the machine 

which culminates in the following comparison between Jo Burge and the 

thresher: 

She was away! Gander let her ramble gently for a few revolutions 
while the exhaust-beat its pleasant tattoo inside the stack, 
then slowly gave her more steam while he watched the quickening 
flywheel and knew the thrill that comes only to those who hold 
great power in the hollow of their hands. Jo Burge? This— 
this power—this mighty thing that sprang at his .touch—this 
was life! (G,"129-30) 

After Stead has shown us the machine in full operation, he concludes, 

"This was Gander's day of romance" (G, 133). This rather startling analogy 

in which machine wins over woman offers a partial explanation of why Gander 

misses his chance with Jo, and of the connection that Stead makes later 

between Jerry Chansley and urban machinery. The thresher not only offers 

Gander romance, but it also offers a chance for heroism. We are told that 

Gander, a man of limited imagination, cannot visualize a danger so remote 

as the war in Europe; however, he reacts instantly when Walter Peters 

falls on the moving belt of the thresher. Gander throws himself on the 

belt in order to stop it and becomes the "hero of the hour," meriting, 

as Powers says, a Victoria Cross. Thus the machine functions as a field 

bf war as well as a field of romance. Gander is similarly fascinated by 

a locomotive that he sees on* day in Plainville. "That was power for you! 

That was life!," he thinks when he sees the engineer with a lever in his 

hand. Jackson Stake buys a Ford and within a week Gander "had ferreted 

into its innermost parts, without destroying any vital organs. He knew 
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every gradation of its most whimsical mood before his father could 

distinguish between a cylinder knock and a flat tire" (G, 181). Gander 

is driving the Ford when he meets Jerry for the first time, and his 

departure for the city to work on cars and presumably to renew his 

acquaintance with her seems no violation of his nature when seen in\the 

light of the foregoing. Gander is never presented as a lover of the 

soil so much as an efficient tiller of it. His higher self is stimulated 

i * by the potential of the farm machinery rather than by the growth process. 
f 

?, If the machinery is an end in itself, a car is as good as a thresher. 

"* 
and Gander simply sh i f t s arenas, probably becoming a super-mechanic 

rather than super-farmer. 

In July, 1919, a review appeared in The Canadian Magazine of a book 

called The Farmer and the Interests bŷ  Clarus Ager. The book was an 

appeal to the farmer to stop himself from being exploited and to maintain 

the economic gains of the war. The anonymous reviewer uses the car as 
4 

a metaphor for tJhe farmer's recent prosperity, and he urges the farmer, 

as does the writer-of the book, to recognize his chance to keep h is car: 

"The .car has become a symbol in the country—the symbol of many a man's 

soc ia l and mental and spir i tual metamorphosis, of many a community's 

obvious transformation." The reviewer argues that special war conditions 

have given the farmer what he should have had anyway, and any re-organization 

of society must guarantee him a "return in terms of the amenities of 

c i v i l i z a t i o n commensurate with what he now awakens to believe he always 

deserved." Jackson Stake buys his Ford in the third year of the war when 

"crops had been good and prices unprecedently high" and his bank account 

i s "bulging" (G, 180). By the time of the post-war period described in 
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The Smoking Flax , Jackson Stake proudly announces that he drives a Dodge. 
( 

There are many other prosperous farmers in the P la inv i l l e d i s t r i c t . When 

9al drives to P la inv i l l e for the f i r s t time, he notes the two rows of 

automobiles, "representing a l l grades of value and condition lined against 

the cement curbs" (SF, 113), and ha parks his "dog-eared Ford" alongside 

the "pretentious car of some wealthy farmer" (SF_, 113) . Stead i s 

documenting a soc ia l change whose implications were as far-reaching as 

those of the railway. Jackson Stake complains that before he had a 

telephone and a car he used to be in P la inv i l l e once a month, but now 

" i t ' s a dull day we don't run out o' somethin'" (SF, 111), and he finds 

himself constantly in town. Inevitably, the town must grow to accommodate 
1 

these frequent tr ips by Jackson and others. Jackson complains that when 

he used to make the occasional tr ip with a team, he thought nothing of 

i t , but the very ease of the t r ip now has made i t into a burden: "That's 

labor-savin' inventions for you. Another invention or two an' we won't 

get nothing done but windin' up inventions . . . . After you sleep for 

a while on feathers you don' take to the feel of straw like you useta" 

(SF, 111). Jackson argues that politicians who believe they can stop 

the trek from country to city by making city conveniences, such as cars 

and telephones, available to country dwellers are trying to make a calf 

into a kitten: "An' the more they give us o' those things the more the 

kids beat it for town." Although the introduction of urban technology " 

to rural life apparently satisfies rural aspirations, it actually creates 

new needs which can only be satisfied by a more complex technology, which 

eventually necessitates a move to the city. Jackson argues along similar 

l ines in Grain when he t e l l s Fraser Fyfe that having a new house means 

t 
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that he must now buy a piano. Stead concludes their conversation with 

the observation that each tvay need, when -supplied, creates other needs 

in i t s way "as i s the way w i t n a ""civilization which-grows more complex 

with each accomplishment" (G, 109). But on the whole, Stead's attitude 

i s that of the anonymous reviewer of Clarus Ager's book, and he presents 

the Stakes as a family who do not suffer economically as a result of the 

loss of Jackson Jr. and Minnie. We must assume that the loss of Gander 

i s just as eas i ly absorbed. , 

However, Stead does lay out the negative side of the s i tuat ion for 

us . Jackson Stake's f i r s t hired' man is. "turned at large" during the 

winter months. In those days one did not pay thirty dollars a month to 

any man after "freeze-up." Stake's hired man might possibly d r i f t Into 

Winnipeg where a "compassionate city" would at Lsjast see that he had 

something to eat during the long period of unemployment. Obviously, many 

men would prefer to work for steady wages in the c i ty J M the r than suffer 

a period of -unemployment annually. Thus, the seconSyplar after Jackie's 

departure, Stake i s more wi l l ing to dicker for help on a board and % 

lodgings basis through the winter rather than risk not gett ing someone 

in the spring. ' A problem that Cal has in The Smoking Flax i s that during 

his brief period as a hired hand, though he i s earning "good wages," he 

cannot marry on them: "There was no place to l i v e ; no place in which they 

could rear their children" (SF, 165). Cal thinks that i f lawyers, doctors, 

and bricklayers were the victims of a soc ia l system which'gave them no 

'opportunity to reproduce, there would soon be a shortage in these'areas: 

"No wonder the sk i l l ed farm laborer has disappeared! He's dead, and his 

children have never been born. His employer wouldn't l e t them" (SF, 165) . 

> 
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In Grain the hireAman, B i l i , explains to Gander'"that he i s unmarried 

because no married*mah i s wanted on the farm, and no children were wanted. 

"If a man was well off and.had a home of his own, of course he could get 

married; but i f he was just a hired man, what was he to do?" (G, 63). 

This problem i s compounded by the farmers themselves who, in some 

cases , drive their children off the farms by their ambitions; John Harris 
* ' * ' - V - • 

in The Homesteaders has mapped out a career for Beulah which includes her 

marrying "a doctor, lawyer, merchant, tradesman, even a mioisteir, but 

not a farmer" (HS, 123) , . Stead remarks; that i t i s a peculiarity- of the 

agr icu l tura l i s t that he holds his] own work "in the worst repute." Stead 
/ sees the "germ of the cityward migration" in the fact that the farmer i s 

looking for "something better" for his children. Harris's principal 

objection to Jim as a sui tor for Beulah i s that Jim i s a farmhand. I t 

i s to Beulah's credit that she sees past these self-denigrating and 

se l f -created c lass d i s t inc t ions . Minnie i s also presented as seeing past 

the fact that Cal i s a hired man. Stead describes her as having a mind 

as "big as her prairies." (SF, 139) , and as not being taken^in by the fa l se 

c lass consciousness which-would normally make her prefer a bank clerk to 
v 

a hired man: > ^ 

, The fact that Cal was a "hired man" did not disqualify him; 
snobbery does not root deep on the pra ir i e s , even in the second 
generation. But i t roots a l i t t l e . To the f i r s t generation 
of pioneers the farm-hand i s preferred above the bank-cl/erk; 
to the second, the bank clerk i s preferred, a l i t t l e , above 
the farm-hand; in the third, co l lars and cuffs are in the 
saddle. (SF, 139) 

Thus, i f the farmer sees a white-col lar occupation in the c i ty as a ' 

desirable>rise in soc ia l s ta tus , h is .chi ldren w i l l quickly dr i f t off to 

"something better" as soon as they are grown. Hence, Stead's ins istence 

X 
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in book after book that isateiialism and drudgery are., .the dangers of a 

spiritual awareness and technology. 

, - in Plainville, Stead does ndt shoxf us a big city. He depicts an 

overgrown coimunity centre, or even a "farmyard overgrown" as»it-appears 

,» * * to Cal .Beach's eyes on his first visit there'^in The Smoking Flax. 'The 

' main thoroughfare is wider than the principal street of a metropolis, 
< - ' - „ " * . - / / 

obviously because space is not yet at a premium. The street itself is 

unpaved though the,re are eeroeat sidewalks. _ TQ.the sociologist Cal Be^eh, 
/ r , ' . 'o 

who thinks of "Main Street" as a "mercenary and visionless monster" 
6 \ , 

(SF,, 114) , the s t r e e t seenis -"cheerful, innocuous, " The business blocks 

J s • x ' 
"* /house^^s^eputable a class of occupants" as those on "Broadway or Yonge 

S^ree't." St&ad remarks that "in the country places one has to be -» 
" • " \ x

 v . ' * 
•'E@putable--a1: all "costs" fSF« 114). The street is uatidy, containing "> 

X . I " 

° \ -

vacant lots littered ŵ tfe packing bosses and empty tin cans. The only 

three-story building is the Palace Hotels which has stopped serving seals 

since Prohibition. The only restaurant is the "Chink's" where Cal gets 
. » " 

ll 

a s e a l for for ty Gents. Behind the business sec t ion the re are a few churches, 

a few residences-^and lumber y a r d s , a ska t ing and cur l ing r ink , and a red -

b r i c k schoolhduse. "The^whole e f fec t was s t range ly reminiscent of t h a t 

produced by the c l u s t e r of bu i ld ings on Jackson S take ' s homestead" (SF, 
0 

116).t In short, it lacks art and finish,,. and. Stead implies it requires 

// the sane sort of order and polish that Cai is instilling on the Stake farm. 

The two sources of entertainment- age, the "Electric Theatre" and the Rogeland Emporium' where ice cream and soft drinks ate served. Plainville 
' '< • 

residents who want t© have a good meal drive to Perndale, a dozen miles 
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away, and eat at the hotel there, as Minnie and Archie do. The town has 

a newspaper, The Pla inv i l l e Progress. On Saturday-night P la invi l l e l ivens 

up when the farmers congregate to exchange news. I t i s s t i l l largely 

drawing i t s v i t a l i t y and energy from i t s rural,surroundings and i s not 

yet at a stage where a c i ty generates l i f e of i t s own. It' i s a commercial 

centre in the sense that i t i s the fClace where the farmers s e l l and 

ship their wheat, and where they buy hardware and their wives buy yard 

goods. The Bail Jumper gives a very precise picture of the kind of 

commercial act iv i ty that takes place in the general store-(there are two 

in that novel ) . Minnie Stake works in the lawyer's o f f i c e , but she considers 

the Stake farm home, and boards during the week at Mrs. Goode's, which 

. i s a l so Ray Burton's boarding-house in The Bail Jumper. Town and farm 

merge eas i ly into one another. For example, on his f i r s t night in 

P l a i n v i l l e , Ray Burton goes to a dance at the Grants without an inv i ta t ion , 

and i s received hospitably. The Grant farm performs the function of a 

public dance hal l without having any of those negative associat ions . 

During^World War I , P la inv i l l e becomes a r t i f i c i a l l y animated by the 
T / 

•excitement of the war. The farmers congregate there to get the l a t e s t 

war news', and a company drawn from the surrounding d i s t r i c t i s recruited 

there. There are "crowds" in the town, and the so ldiers introduce a 

higher standard of dress. Gander fee l s uncomfortable eating at the 

Chink's because he i s long-haired, unshaven, and wearing overal l s . He 

i s driven to spending a dollar and a half at the tonsorial establishment 

in town. By the time the war i s over. Gander w i l l not "go to town in farm 

clothing, and we see Jackson waiting while Gander shaves and dresses for 

the tr ip to town. P la inv i l l e gets larger; i t evolves from town to c i t y . 
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but Winnipeg remains in the background as a standard. Minnie takes her 

business course there. In order to get real ly away front-* Jo, Gander must 

go there, and of course Jackson Stake Jr. went there only to move on -

again. Thus, though Stead covers about forty years in the evolution of 

P l a i n v i l l e , from 1882 when the Harrises homestead in the d i s t r i c t , to 

about 1920-21 when Gander leaves for Winnipeg, we never see what appears 

tp be P l a i n v i l l e ' s inevitable al terat ion into a c i ty s imilar to Winnipeg. 

Stead's novels present us with a fascinating picture of western 

urbanization, which he views as a v i t a l and exci t ing process indispensable 

to the development of the nation. He counters what he sees as the 

materialism- inevi table to the process with a mixture of Christian pr inc ip les , 
* 

the i n t e l l i g e n t application of technology, and a ^ r y modified brand of 

social ism, a term he would have deplored, but one which f i t s his i d e a l i s t i c 

land scheme. His preferences are for the rural l i f e , but i t i s a rural 

l i f e in the west that he argues for, not in the e a s t , which he associates 

with the encrustation of convention and c lass consciousness. He i s 

egal i tarian and democratic, arguing that Gander's " s a w V i s equal to 

Cal's formal education, and his characters with a formal education must 

succeed on a pract ical l e v e l . Irene in The Cowpuncher, bred in an eastern 

c i t y , and an a r t i s t , has to succeed as a western rancher as wel l . Stead 

argues for law and order, as he indicates by h is picture of the Mountie 

in The Homesteaders and the orderly f i l i n g of land claims in The Ball 

Jumper; but he sees law and order as a necessary part of the c i v i l i z i n g 

process in the west, a process e s sent ia l to the expansion of the nation. 

Stead was incapable of viewing urbanization negatively, so integral ly 

does he link i t to the development of Canada. The dubious methods by 

N / 
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"which Calgary was developed have to be submerged in lengthy exposi t ions 

of the nature of Chr i s t i an s a c r i f i c e , or in a s h i f t of ground onto a 

Utopian a l t e r n a t i v e l ike Dennison G r a n t ' s ' l a n d scheme. Stead has l e s s 

t rouble with urbanizat ion in the P l a i n v i l l e d i s t r i c t of Manitoba because 

the town i s only a b r i g h t e r pro jec t ion of i t s surroundings, and even in 

Grain, where the p i c tu re of farming cannot be separated from the p i c tu re 

of technology, Stead t a l k s about the "elemental fasc inat ion of the s o i l . " 

I n . e a r l i e r nove ls . Stead finds i t e a s i e r ' t o l ink the c rea t ive l i f e t o the 

s o i l because he does not exh ib i t the same passion for r e a l i s t i c d e t a i l 

t h a t he does in Grain, which forces him in to a recognit ion of farming as 

a p rocess . The most extreme t r i b u t e t o ru r a l l i f e in The Bail Jumper 

("What g rea t thing has ever been tha t could not be t raced to the land?") 

comes from c i ty -b red Myrtle Vane", who has come to the west in search 

of honesty and t r u t h . Needless to say, she finds them. 

S tead ' s heroes move f a i r l y e a s i l y between urban and ru ra l l i f e . 

Ray Burton winds up running a general s to re in P l a i n v i l l e , but he has been 

a farmer, and he h i r e s out successful ly as & farmhand, bave Elden i s a 

rancher who succeeds as a big businessman, butA he sends Irene as h is 

surrogate back to the land. Dennison Grant i s an eas te rn businessman 

who adopts the land out of conviction r a the r than n e c e s s i t y . Frank in 

The Neighbours i s a farmer from s t a r t to f i n i s h , but he has to develop 

s p i r i t u a l consciousness before he can be 3een as a person of worth. Cal 

Beach i s an educated eas t e rne r who proves himself as a farmer. Farming 

a l so becomes the subjec t matter of h i s magazine a r t i c l e s . Gander's apt i tude 

for machinery turns him from farmer to mechanic overnight . Except for 

Neighbours, which i s s e t almost exclus ively on unse t t l ed land in 

f 
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Saskatchewan, a l l the novels give us r e a l i s t i c detai ls of early urban 

settlement in the west, The Cowpuncher is the most graphic in this respect. 

Stead's ' 'prairie" novels thus offer considerable commentary on both the 

nature of early farming and of early urbanization in the west. Stead's 

devotion of so much of his writing to the western city is consistent 

with his observation that the c i t i es were developing at a somewhat more 

rapid pace than the countJh'side. 

Bertrand Sinclair i s much less concerned than Stead with "urbanization 

as a process. Sinclair takes for granted a fully developed city 

(Vancouver or an Ontario city) and uresents i t s material values as a 

fact. He does concern himself with l i fe in the wilderness as a "process," 

and some sections of his books seem like "do-it-yourself" guides to ^ 

survival in northern British Columbia. Sincla i r ' s judgments of the city 

are more black-and-white than Stead's, but Stead links the development 

of the country to industrialization and urbanization while Sinclair 

sees northern wilderness l i fe as characteris t ical ly Canadian. Therefore, 

Stead is prepared to take a r ea l i s t i c view of the city that Sinclair is 

not. S incla i r ' s novels, on the other hand, make the assumption that 

c i t i e s are a foreign growth on a pure landscape and that the Canadian 

identity is tied up with the abil i ty to appreciate, live in, or endure 

unspoiled landscape. Indeed, Sinclair believes that the greatest 

satisfactions in l i fe derive from the maintenance of an intimate contact 

with nature in i t s wild s t a t e . He is certainly more romantic than Stead 

in his view of non-urban l i fe despite Stead's belief in the almost mystical 

relationship of man to the soi l he t i l l s . Unfortunately, Sinclair is 

also the sl ighter writer of the two, and the myth about the north that 

f 
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he presents in his writing i s therefore l e s s convincing than Stead's 

view of rural l i f e , where the two men unite i s in attacking materialism 

as a l i f e goal . 

S i n c l a i r ' s writing career started in 1908 and continued unt i l the 

f i f t i e s . Though much of h i s writing i s l i t t l e bet ter than hack work, 

he was capable of be t ter . In fac t , h i s best work was written between 

1914 and 1924 when h is concern with the contrast between wilderness and 

c i t y was greates t . The theme evidently inspired him to a l e s s superf ic ia l 

treatment of h i s plots and characters. Raw Gold (1908) i s a Mounted 

Police story se t in the Northwest Terr i tor ies . I t i s l i t t d e bet ter than 

a potboi ler , and i t i s c lear that S incla ir had not yet found h is s t r i d e . 

In The Land of Frozen Suns (1909) the locale i s the same and so i s the 

wri t ing . However, by 1914 when S inc la ir published North of Fifty-Three, 

he had found the theme that was to give his writing substance for the 

next ten years , that i s , the contrast between the c i t y and the mater ia l i s t 

e t h i c that governs JJLfe there and the Bri t i sh Columbia wilderness and the 

"natural" e th ic derived from contact with nature. S inc la ir developed 

h is theme further in Big Timber (1916) , Burned Bridges (1919) , The Hidden 

Place's (1922) , and The Inverted Pyramid (1924) . In addit ion, he wrote 

Poor Man's Rock (1920), a novel about the salmon fishing industry in 

Br i t i sh Columbia; Wild West (1926) , a formula western; Gunpowder Lightning 

(1930); Pirates of the Plains ( n . d . ) ; Down the Dark. Alley (for disybussion 

see Chapter VII) , a novel about Prohibition s e t in Vancouver; and Room 

for the Rolling M (1954) and Both Sides of the Law (1955), both westerns. 

In S inc la i r ' s f i r s t important work, North of Tifty-Three, the hero, 
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Bill Wagstaff, is an American from Chicago, which he describes as "biĝ  

and noisy and dirty, and full of wrecks—human derelicts in an industrial 

8 
Sargasso Sea—like all big cities the world over" (NF, 77). Bill has 

built himself a cabin in the B. C. wilderness which he has stocked with 

books, and he explains that it is there he can most easily find the 

"essentials" of life and "happiness".: ' < 

We must eat, we must protect our bodies>against the elements, 
' and we need "for comfort some sort of shelter. But in securing 
these essentials to seif-prese\rjjation where is the difference, 

j .except in method, between the banker who manipulates millions 
and the post-hole digger on the farm? Not a darned bit, in 
reality . *. . . Having secured the essentials, then, what is 
the next" urge of life?/-Happiness . . . . Here I can secure 
myself a good living J . . . and it is gotten without a 
petty-larceny struggle with my fellow men. Here I exploit 
only natural resources, take only what the earth has prodigally 
provided, why should I live in the smoke and sordid clutter 
of a town when I love the clean outdoors? The best citizen is 
the man with! a sound mind and a strong, healthy body; and the 
only obligation any of us has to society is not to be a burden 
on soaiety. So"I live in the wilds the greater part of the 
year, I keep my muscles in trim, and I have always food for 
myself . . . and I can look everybody in the eye and tell them 
to go to the fiery regions if I happen to feel that way. 

(NF, 131-32) 

Bi l l abducts Hazel and takes her to his cabin because she f i t s h i s 

conception of an ideal mate. He wants to give her an opportunity to judge 

his worth, real iz ing that she would never l e t him court her under normal 

circumstances. Her protests he views as the operation of an " a r t i f i c i a l 

standard"; though he i s considerate of her fee l ings and she i s a t tracted ' 

to him, she cannot deny "the repressive conventions of her whole existence" 

(NT, 150). She i n s i s t s that he return her to Vancouver, where she becomes 

aware for the f i r s t time of the roaring and bellowing-of the c i t y . She 

has become accustomed to the "vast and brooding s i lence" (NF_, 157) of 

the wilderness: 

f 
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In the afternoon she walked the length of Hastings Street , where 
the earth trembled with the roaring /traff ic of s treet cars , 
wagons, motors, and where folk scutt led back and forth across 
the way in peri l of their l i v e s . She had seen a l l the l ike 
before, but now she looked upon i t with different eyes; i t 
possessed somehow a different s igni f icance , th is bustle and 
confusion which had seemingly neither beginning nor end, only 
sporadic periods of cessat ion. (NF, 158) 

Nonetheless, Hazel has not yet become completely convinced of the virtues 

of wilderness l i f e . She returns to B i l l , in spite of, rather than 

because of, h is environment. Hazel and B i l l get married, and they go to 

an even more remote spot in the wilderness, to the middle of the Klappan 

Range where they can trap and prospect for gold. Hazel becomes fearful 

of what she describes as the "inexorable" quality of nature which does j 

not allow for mistakes: "You could die here by inches and the woods and 

mountains would look calmly on, just as they have looked on everything 

for thousands of years." /Bi l l explains that "l i fe i s n ' t a b i t harsher here 

than in the human ant heapV": 

"Only everything i s more direct; cause and e f fec t are linked 
up c lose . There are no complexities. I t ' s ' a l l done in the 
open, and i f you don't play -the game according to the few simple 
rules you go down and out . . . . And what does the old, 
se t t l ed country do to you when you have neither money nor job? 
It treats you worse than the worst the*North can do; for, lacking 
the price , i t denies you access to the abundance that mocks you 
in every shop window . . . . Here, everything needful i s yours " 
for the taking . . . . I don't think the law of l i f e i s nearly 
so harsh here-as i t i s where the mob struggles for i t s dai ly 
bread. I t ' s more open and aboveboard here; more up to the 
individual." *> , (NF, 206-207) 

Hazel i s depicted as actually making a "mistake" in the wilderness; she 

allows the fire to blaze up too high in the chimney and the sparks se t 

the horses' feed on f i r e . B i l l must shoot the f ive horses which have no 

way of surviving the winter without food. B i l l ' s . l e s s o n about cause and 

e f f ec t in nature i s driven home to Hazel. 

r 
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The book s h i f t s to Granvil le , a c i t y in Ontario with a population 

of 300,000 (probably Toronto). Granville i s Hazel's fojftner home, and the 

c i t y from which she had been driven by unfounded, malicious goss ip . The 

rumours about Hazel now have been proven to be unfounded, and she i s 

anxious to show of f B i l l to Granville soc i e ty . They find that "In a 

society that l ived by and for the dol lar , and measured most things with 

i t s dol lar yardstick, that murmured item opened—indeed, forced open—, 

many doors to herse l f and her husband which would otherwise have remained 

r ig id on their fastenings" (NF, 259-60). In order t o present B i l l ' s 

wilderness e th ic in conf l i c t with "the ordinary business ethic" (NF, 276), 

S inc la ir has B i l l and a group of Granville businessmen form a mining 

company t o explo i t a "quartz/lead" that B i l l had discovered in the Klappan 
' /' Range. B i l l explains h i s part in the business venture in the following 

way: / 

"I despise the ordinary business e t h i c . . . . I t ' s a 
get^something-for-nothing proposition a l l the* way through; i t 
i s based on explo i t ing the other fellow in one form or another. 
I refuse to explo i t my fellows along the accepted, l ines—or 
any l i n e s . I don't have to,- there are too many other ways of 
making a l iv ing open to me. I don't care to l i v e fat and make '-
some one e l s e foot the b i l l . But I can exp lo i t the resources* 
of nature. And that i s my plan. If we make money i t won't be 
f i lched by a complex process from the other fe l low's pockets; 
i t won't be wealth created by shearing lambs in the market, 
by sweatshop labor, or adulterated food, or«exorbitant rental 
of f i l t h y tenements. And I Have no i l l u s i o n s about the men I'm 
dealing with. If they undertake to make a get-rich-quick scheme 
of i t I ' l l knock the whole business in the head." (NF, 276) 

The men B i l l i s dealing with do attempt to make a get-rich-quick scheme 

of the company and B i l l does "knock the whole business in the head." He 

beats up the other members of the company on the floor of the stock 

exchange and in the company o f f i ces and returns north, alone. Hazel has 
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not yet come to understand that specious craft iness of mind passed for 

brains in the c i t y , and that a "dog-eat-dog" code prevai ls whenever people 

are jammed together in an "unwieldy soc ia l mass" (NF, 317). Left alone 

in Granvil le , Hazel begins to question her choice when she rea l izes she 

has l o s t s tatus and that she i s being shunned by l i fe t ime friends. This 

i s the second time 'she has been judged unacceptable by distorted c i t y 

standards. This time she returns to B i l l and the north for good. Instead 

of dreading the profound s i l e n c e , she finds peace and security in i t . 

Twice she "had found the wild land a benefactor, kindly in i t s s i l e n c e , 

res t fu l in i t s forested peace, a cure for sickness of soul" (NF, 340). 

Hazel's wilderness neighbours, the Lauers, befriend her as B i l l i s away, 

and she rea l izes she i s pregnant. She learns from them the true meaning 

of neighbourliness, "that kindl iness of s p i r i t which i s s t i f l e d by s t res s 

in the crowded p laces , and stimulated by l ike s t res s amid surroundings 

where l i f e i s noncomplex, d i r e c t , where cause and e f f ec t tread on each 

other's heels" (NF, 339). The same direct operation of cause arid e f f ec t 

that had required that the horses be shot provides her with the help she 

needs unt i l B i l l returns to their wilderness cabin. 

S inc la i r ' s Big Timber i s concerned with the logging industry in 

Br i t i sh Columbia, and the contrast, of wilderness e th ic and urban materialism^ 

which i s central to North of Fifty-Three i s presented in a more oblique 

form. Charlie Benton, who had been a.problem to h i s parents at home in 

Pennsylvania, had been sent west to Bri t i sh Columbia as an experiment. 

His s i s t e r , S t e l l a , joins him after his father's death, only to discover 

that Charlie i s following in h i s father's footsteps: 

. . . save that he [Charlie] aimed at greater heights and that 
he worked by di f ferent methods, juggling with natural resources 
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where their father had merely juggled with prices and tokens 
of product, their end was the same—not to create or build up, 
but to grasp', to acquire. %hat was the game. To get and to 
hold for their own use and benefit and to look upon men and 
things, in so far as they were of use, as pawns in the.game. 

(BT, 109) 

Charlie's materialism i s seen by Jack Fyfe, another logger whom Ste l l a 

eventually marries, as "feverishly hewing a competence . . . out of pretty 

crude material" (BT, 145). Fyfe excuses Charlie on the grounds that 

"he's a youngster, bucking a big game. Life , when you have your own way 

to hew through i t , with l i t t l e besides your-hands and brain for capi ta l , 

i s no s i l k - l i n e d affair" (BT_, 146-47) . Though Charlie eventually declares 

that he has learned a lo t about l i f e through contact with his s i s t e r , his 

wife Linda, and with Fyfe, the text offers only s l i gh t evidence of an 

a l terat ion in Charlie's characterist ic method of riding rough-shod over 

everyone to obtain h i s ends. For example, Charlie i s presented as 

preferring the s impl ic i ty of a wilderness honeymoon to an expensive tr ip 

through the c i t i e s of the south, but, on the whole, S inclair i s more 

e f f ec t ive at damning Charlie than at regenerating him. 

S t e l l a i s presented as having no "tried standards by which to 

measure l i f e ' s values" (BJ_, 3) . She becomes a cook at cook's wages in 

her brother's logging venture because her education has never given her 

an "economic relation" to the world. Her brother explo i t s her, and she 

l i v e s a lonely l i f e at hard, mean labour. Her brother prevents her from 

leaving his camp by refusing to pay her her wages, so she escapes her 

existence by a marriage to Fyfe, who i s r ich. She s t i l l sees herself as 

dependent on a man's favour, and when she discovers that her singing voice 

(introduced late in the plot) has returned to her, she leaves her husband 

to study music in Seat t l e . When i t becomes clear that she can support 
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herse l f by s inging, and tha t she has achieved a to le rab le a r t i s t i c success , 

she i s offered some concerts in Vancouver. These are received very 

favourably, and she r ea l i ze s tha t she can leave the Paci f ic coast if she 

so d e s i r e s . At t h i s juncture , f i r e completely destroys Fyfe 's timber-

l ••i • 
holdings , andjie i s almost completely penn i less . S t e l l a ' s choice i s * 

c l ea r . She allows her love for Fyfe and t h e i r l i f e in the wilderness 

to triuamh over her a sp i ra t ions for a singing career . We are gi^en a/ f 
glimpse of the l i f e she i s giving up: 

When she came back to her room a f t e r t ha t l a s t concert , wearied 
with the e f fo r t of l i s t e n i n g to cha t te r ing women and playing 
the gracious lady to an admiring contingent which i n s i s t ed u ^ o ^ 
making her l a s t appearance a soc ia l triumph, she-found a ^ P 
l e t t e r . . . . ' (BT, 288) 

I t i s a l so c l e a r tha t S t e l l a and Fyfe" w i l l continue to l ive in t h e i r 

white house on Fyfe's timber l i m i t r a the r than in Vancouver among the 

local c a p i t a l i s t s . Both S t e l l a and Fyfe ,had discovered they were "bored" 

I (BT, 160) by Vancouver when they had spent some months there before and 

a f t e r t h e i r ch i ld was born. S t e l l a had longed for "the wide reach of 

Roaring Lake, the immense amphitheater of the surrounding mountains, long 

before spring" (BT, 161). We are given a p i c tu re of the Vancouver 

"heights" a rea , where the "fortunate climbers enriched by timber and 

mineral" (BJ_, 267) l i v e . The loca l c a p i t a l i s t s segregate themselves in 

"VMlas""and "Places" and "Views," a l l pa inful ly new "and sometimes 

ga r i sh , s t r i v i n g for an e f fec t in landscape and a rch i tec tu re which the 

very i n t e n s i t y of the s t r i v i n g defeated" (BT, 267). I t i s c lear tha t 

S t e l l a ' s education, though i t had not f i t t e d her to earn her l ive l ihood, 

has given, her standards by which to judge wealth, or " thege t t ing of 

wealth" (BT, 110) , and though for a long time she finds i t hard to define 
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what she wants, she eventually real izes that the good l i f e l i e s with Fyfe 

* • 

away from the pressure of a career in the big c i t i e s . 

S inc la ir , l ike many other writers of the period (Madge Macbeth and 

Stead, for example), i s interested in portraying an independent woman, 

and he has some d i f f i cu l ty linking th is theme with the wilderness theme. 

In this respect North of Fifty-Three i s a far more successful book than 

Big Timber.' Hazel does not do the fa ir ly rapid about-face that S t e l l a 

does; Hazel also has an independent relationship with the wilderness 

which S t e l l a has only as a consequence of her marriage to Fyfe. In addition, 

S t e l l a l i ve s in a fa ir degree of luxury in the wilderness, and i t i s hard 

to take her experience as seriously as that of Hazel, whose appearance 

suffers as a result' of her winter in the Klappan mountains. Throughout 

h i s career, Sinclair uneasily mixed the. r e a l i s t i c and the romantic in 

hi/s novels to the detriment of his structure and themes. 

Burned Bridges (1919) i s a clearer exposition of the northern theme. 

A l i f e in nature i s fnot only contrasted with a mater ia l i s t ic business 

e th ic but with a form of re l ig ion that i s hypocritical and mater ia l i s t ic 

in aim. The principal character i s Wes Thompson, who has been sent as 

a missionary to the Indians on the shore of Lake Athabasca in the 

Northwest Territories . Thompson exhibits a "general incapacity" for 

wilderness survival , which i s viewed as a s ide - sp l i t t ing joke by the 
t 

two voyageurs who deliver him to his post . He responds to his environment 

with an "offended resentment" (BB, 24) , and shrinks from the forest as 

from an open grave (BB_, 33) . The Hudson's Bay factor, MacLeod, points 

out that the God of the missionary does nothing to a l l ev ia te the long 

struggle with hardship that, the Cree must endure. The Board of Missions 
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is attacked as a circle of worthy gentlemen ignorant of the north, and 

the book makes clear that Sinclair believes the essence of Christianity 
V A ^ 

•may not be the exclusive possession of Christian*. 

Thompson gets to know two outsiders who are completely competent 

in the wilderness, Sam Carr and his daughter Sophie. Sam, like Bill 

Wagstaff and Charlie and Fyfe, is another American who has chosen to 

live in the Canadian north. Sam is from the "eastern States," and had 

retired to the north with his young daughter after his wife had left him. 

Sam has raised Sophie to live by logic, and she is always able to confute 

Thompson when they argue about religion and economics. Because of 

Sophie, Thompson comes to realize that his ministerial ambitions have 

been based on a desire for material success: 
Whatever other sorts of a fool he might have been Thompson 

was no hypocrits. He had never consciously looked upon the 
ministry as a man looks upon- a business career—a succession 

„ of steps to success, to an assured social and financial 
position. Yet when he turned the searchlight of analysis upon 
his motives he could not help seeing that this was the very t 

thing he had unwittingly been doing—that he had expected and 
hoped for his -progress through missionary work and small churches 
eventually to bestow upon him a call to a wider field—a call 
which Sam Carr had callously suggested meant neither more nor 
less than a bigger church, a wider social circle, a bigger 
salary. And Thompson could see that he had been looking forward 
to these things as a just-reward, and he could see too .how the 
material benefits in them were the lure. He had.been coached 
and primed for that. His inclination had been sedulously 
directed into that channel. His enthusiasm had been the 
enthusiasm of one who seeks to serve and feels wholly competent. 

(BB, 91) 

Thompson is also compared with Tommy Ashe, an English^remittance man, 

who has adapted totally to the wilderness. Both vie for Sophie, who 

rejects Thompson because she feels she cannot live in an atmosphere of 

sermons and shams, and Ashe because she realizes her attraction to him ~ 
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i s only physical. Sophie ahd Carr leave the wilderness so that Sophie 

can gain experience of spc iety . 

Thompson comes to f e e l the vast f u t i l i t y of his e f forts as a preacher 

in the wilderness, and eventually he simply spends his time adapting to 

.the environment. He takes a job with the Hudson's Bay factor and loses 

"that intangible dread of the wilderness which had troubled him" at f i r s t : 

He was beginning to grasp the motif of the wilderness, to , 
understand In a measure that; to those who adapted themselves 
thereto i t was a sanctuary. The sa i lor to h i s sea, the woodsman 
to his woods, and the Bpulevardier to h i s beloved avenues! 
Thompson did not cleave 1 to the North as a woodsman might. 
But the natural phenomena of unbroken s i l e n c e s , 
of vast soundlessness, of miles upon miles of somber forest 
a i s l e s did not oppress him now. What a man understands he does 
not fear. The unknown, the potent ia l ly terr ib le which spurs 
the imagination to horrifying v i s ion , , i s what bears heavy on 
a man's afoul. (BB, 126-27) 

Having l o s t h i s fear of the wilderness and gained a measure of control 

over i t , Thompson leaves the ministry because he f ee l s that he cannot se t 
) 

himself up as a "finger post for other men's sp ir i tua l guidance" (BB, 

142). He and Tommy decide to make a long overland tr ip t o northern 

British Columbia. The trip through untouched wilderness, which starts 

in February and ends in May, i s a symbolic re-birth for Thompson. As the 

two'men travel, through "the.coldness of the sub-Arctic, "flMfcing "forty-

belpw-zero camps along the Peace, in the shadow of those towering mountains 

where the J^ace cuts through the backbone of North America" (BB"1, 148) , 

1 
they develop a "rare and lasting friendship" (BB_, 147) . The tough trail 

has also toughened "the mental and moral as well as the physical1fiber" 

(BB, 149) of Thompson, and he believes that things cam never, dismay him 

*" > . i ' 
again as they had done in the recent past. • & • Tommy goes to Vancouver while Thompson works in' a "piTe" camp in 
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Wrangel. At th is stage Tommy has more confidence in his ab i l i ty to 

tackle a c i ty than Thompson has , but having saved some money at the camp, 

Thompson decides to go to Vancouver as wel l . He takes the wrong boat 

and lands up in San Francisco, which he views as a challenge different 

in nature from the challenge of the north: , 

Here the big game was played. It was the anti thesis of the 
North in as much as a l l th is act iv i ty had a purely human 
source and was therefore in some measure akin to himself. 
The barriers to be overcome and the problems to be solved were 

„ social and monetajs*^ It was l ess a case of adapting himself 
by painful degree^Bo a host i l e environment than a forthright 
competitive struggle to make himself a master in th i s sort of 
environment. + (BB_, 159) 

Thompson sees the c i ty as a waytof making money. He sees that "in a world 

where purchasing power i s the prime requisite, a man without money i s the 

slave of every untoward circumstance" (BB_, 160). Money looms before 

Thompson as the "key to freedom, decent surroundings, a chance to pursue 

knowledge, to so shape his l i f e that he could lend a hand or a dollar 

to the l e s s fortunate" (BB_, 160). Thompson's experience in the woods has 

taught him that he cannot work behind dusty windows, and he w i l l not take 

c ler ica l jobs. He spends time in the library "sharpening" his mind, , ^ 

reading the same writers, that Sophie had used against him in the wilderness. 

He gains a rational explanation of h i s intui t ive be l i e f in the logic of 

a wilderness l i f e : "He began to perceive order in the universe and a l l 

that i t contained, that natural phenomena could be interpreted by a study 

of nature, that there was something more than a name in geology" (BB, 

164-65). On the verge of leaving San Francisco, he i s handed the business 

opportunity he had been seeking. He i s offered a job se l l ing cars by 

the "biggest toad" in San Francisco's automobile puddle. \ Though he accepts 

the job, Thompson demonstrates an essent ia l integrity by ins i s t ing on 
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learning all about the car mechanically before he will undertake to sell 

it. He spends six months in the garage and eventually becomes a super 

salesman. Sinclair stresses that at this stage Thompson sees moneW 

as the "indispensable factor" (BB, 205). Thus Thompson achieves[the 

material rewards he had been seeking. " 

The book shifts to Vancouver where Thompson sets up a dealership 

for the San Francisco car company. ' Though World War I breaks out, Thompson 

f 
continues his business activities and does not enlist. "Material factors 

loom bigger and bigger" on his horizon (BB, 220)". Vancouver enjoys an 

"industrial rejuvenation" because of the war: 

The war went on, developing its own particular horrors -as it 
spread. But the varying tides of war, and the manifold demands 
of war, bestowed upon Vancouver a heaping measure of prosperity, 
and Vancouver, in the person of its business men, was rather 
too far from the sweat and blood of the struggle to be 

< distracted by the issues of that struggle from its own immediate 
purposes. Business men were in business to make money. They 
supported the war effort. Every one could not go to the 
trenches. Workers were as necessary to victory as fighters. 
People had to be fed and Clothed. The army had to be fed and 
clothed, transported and munitioned. And the fact that the 
supplying and equipping and transporting was highly profitable 
to those engaged in such pursuits did not detract from the 
essentially patriotic and necessary performance of these tasks. 

(BB, 227) 

The men who "do not go to war jus t i fy themselves by arguing that business 
i 

i s necessary to support the war e f f o r t . Chief among these i s Tommy Ashe, 

who has gone into ship-building and i s making huge prof i t s through 

government contracts on which he can never lose money. 

I n i t i a l l y , Sam Carr i s against the war, which he sees as the resul t 

of a misguided nationalism and a materialism run completely out of bounds 

(see discuss ion of Bumed Bridges in Chapter III) , but he eventually 

supports the war because he sees the A l l i e s as genuinely on the side of 
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jus t i ce and honour. Sophie has seen^the war as a just one from the 

beginning and has become increasingly skept ical of Thompson's fa i lure to 

react to i t . Wes f e e l s that he cannot f ight for a "pol i t i ca l abstraction," 

but when the war has been going on for two years , Thompson receives 

what he views as dispassionate evidence of the Belgian a t r o c i t i e s , and 

he imagines German mil i tary power prevail ing over France, England, and 

even Canada. Then*he e n l i s t s . Ashe takes the "material standpoint" 

(BB, 255) on Thompson's enlistment, and argues that there i s plenty of 

"cannon-fodder" in the country without men of Thompson's cal iber "wasting 

themselves in the trenches" (BB_, 255) . Thompson knows he i s making a 

"poor move" from the "material standpoint," but he can no longer adopt 

i t as a guide. Having abandoned a second se t of goals and values , 

Thompson's return to the wilderness i s inev i tab le . This return i s prepared 

for through a conversation that Sophie and Carr have about l i v ing in 

soc iety versus l i v ing in the wilderness. Sophie points out to her father 

that though they are eating a greater variety of food, wearing bet ter 

c lothing, and l i v ing on a scale that by the ir former standards i s the 

height of luxury, none of her dreams has come true , and he- i s increasingly 

finding solace in a wine g lass when he used to find i t in books. The war 

seems to her a symbol of what society i s a l l about: 

"Over in Europe men are destroying each other l ike mad beasts . 
At home, while part of the nation plays the game square, there 's 
another past that grafts and corrupts and prof i teers and slacks 
to no end. I t ' s a rotten world." (BB, 264) 

Society has not proven i t s e l f to be an improvement on the wilderness. 

The book makes only cursory reference to Carr's abandonment of h i s Indian 

wife and three half-breed children. I t i s an interest ing comment on 

the age that a book could concern i t s e l f so single-mindedly with morals 
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and s t i l l have a moral blind spot about the Indian. 

Carr and Sophie return to the British Columbia wilderness to se t 

up a timber and land undertaking for returned so ld iers . They combine 

their desire to avoid society and l ive a useful l i f e in contact with 

nature with an attempt to ameliorate the consequences of the material ist 

ethic which governs society . Carr argues that he has tried a variety 

of things since he l e f t the north and none has seemed worthwhile. 

Helping the returned men who do not f i t into soc i e ty - i s a public-spirited 

act which may spearhead a national undertaking. Carr sees the biggest 

war of a l l as man's struggle to subdue the environment to his needs; 

thus the so ldiers ' new l i f e in the wilderness ranks higher on the moral 

scale than the conf l ict in which they have just taken part. 

Thompson, for whom money had los t i t s high value even before his 
4 

departure, joins the Carrs in the wilderness on his return from war. 

Standing at the window bf his hotel in Vancouver, looking over the traffic, 

he smells the sea and the fir and cedar on the mountain. In Carr's camp, 

Thompson observes the logging activity and see's it as the ultimate 

constructive force: "It was like war . . . that purposeful activity, the 

tremendous forces harnessed and obedient to man—only these were forces 

yoked to man's needs, not to his destruction" (BB, 300). It has taken 

six years, but Wes has "sloughed off prejudices and cant and ignorance 

and narrowness ... as a tree sheds its foliage in autumn" (BB, 307). 

The book comes full circle and returns Thompson to the environment which 

had catapulted him into his quest for a social ethic which was not founded 

on materialism. . j v 

The Hidden Places (1922) is the story of one of these ex-soldiers 
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who does not f i t intoNsociety, but for whom the wilderness provides a 

refuge. Robert Ho l l i s t er , from eastern Canada, has a face made grotesque 

by war wounds, a war described as having been caused by "the suavi t ies 

of international diplomacy" and "the forces of commercialism in re lat ion 

to the markets of the world" (HP, 14-15). S inc la ir has Myra, H o l l i s t e r ' s 

f i r s t wi fe , make the most b i t t e r speech about the war/in the book: 

"The country'. That shadowy phantasm--fchat recruiting 
sergeant's plea—that p o l i t i c a l abstraction that i s flung in 
one's face along with other plat i tudes from every platform 
. . . . What does i t real ly mean? What did i t mean to us? 
Men going out to d i e . Women at home crying, eating"their 
hearts out with lone l ines s , going" bad now and then in recklessness , 
in desperation. Army contractors gett ing r ich. Ammunition 
manufacturers gett ing r ich. Transportation companies paying 
hundred per cent dividends. One nation grabbing for terr i tory 

* here, another there. Talk of saving the world for democracy 

V and in the same breath thrott l ing l iberty of speech and action 
in every corner of the world. And now that i t ' s a l l over< 
everything i s the same, only worse. The rich are richer and 
the poor poorer, and there are some new national boundaries 
and some blasted mil itary and p o l i t i c a l reputations. That's 
a l l . . . . You know that the men that died were the lucky 
ones. The country that marched them to the front with speeches 
and music when the guns were talking throws them on the scrapheap 
when they come back maimed. I have no faith in a country that 
takes so much and gives a l i t t l e so grudgingly." 

(HP, 216-18) 

Hol l i s ter owns a timber l imit in the Toba val ley in Brit ish Columbia 

and decides to have a look at i t . He reca l l s with pleasure a year spent 

on the Bri t i sh Columbia coast at the age of eighteen, where he had been 

sent to recover from an eye ailment: 

. He l ived in the woods, restored the strength of h i s eyes amid 
that res t fu l greenness, hardened a naturally vigorous body by 

< healthy, outdoor labor with the logging crews. He returned 
home . . . with unforgettable impressions of the Pacif ic coast , 
a boyish longing to go back to that region where the mountains 
receded from the sea *in wave after wave of enormous height, 
where the sea lapped with gufeen l ips at the foot of the ranges 
and thrust winding arms back into the very heart of the land, 
and where the land i t s e l f , de l ta and slope and slide-engraved 
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d e c l i v i t i e s , was clothed with great, s i l e n t forests,- upon which 
man, with h i s axes and saws, his machinery, his destructiveness 
in the name of industry, has as yet made l i t t l e more impression 
than the nibbling of a s ingle mouse on the rim of/ a large 
cheese. (HP, 12) 

When Hol l i s ter arrives on his timber l imi t , he i s not oppressed by the 

so l i tude . He has l ived so long among "blaring noises , the mechanical 

thunder and l ightning of the war, the rumble of industry, the shuffle and 

c la t t er of crowds" (HP_, 42) that he has forgotten what i t i s l ike to be -

alone. By comparison with the mankind which had marred him, the s i l e n t 

woods seem friendly. He fee l s astonishingly content. 

Hol l i s t er notices a thriving settlement in the lower Toba va l l ey , 

with the forest being logged off and the land being cul t ivated. The 

settlement turns out to be Sam Carr's returned soldier cooperative, and 

i t i s Carr's community that eventually buys some of-the timber on Hol l i s t er ' s 

land. Thus Hol l i s ter i s linked in a communal relationship' only with 

other returned so ldiers who have suffered at the hands of soc ie ty . 

S inc la ir s tresses that Hol l i s t er i s in "a vast , fecund area out of which 

man,.withdrawing from the hect ic pressure of industrial c i v i l i z a t i o n , 

could derive sustenance,—if he possessed suf f ic ient hardihood" . . . " 

(HP, 50) . 

By chance Hol l i s ter encounters a blind woman, Doris Cleveland, with 

whom he falls" in love. Aware that his f i r s f wife i s s t i l l a l i v e , Hollister-
» * * a. j r 

still marries Doris: 

He did not shut his eyes to the fact that for him this 
marriage would be bigamy . . . But current morality had ceased 
to have its old significance for Hollister. He had seen too * 
much of it vaporized so readily in the furnace of the war. 
Convention had lost any power to dismay him. His world had 
used him in its hour of need, had flung him into the Pit, and 
when he crawled out maimed, discouraged; stripped of everything 
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that had made life precious, this world of his fellows shunned 
him because of what he had suffered in their behalf. So he 
held himself under no obligation to be guided by their moral 
dictums,^ He was critical of accepted standards because he had 
observed that an act might be within the law and still outrage 
humanity; it might be legally sanctioned and socially approved 
and spread intolerable misery in its wake. Contrariwise, he 
could conceive a thing beyond the law being meritorious in 
itself. (HP, 113-14) 

Hollister, like Bill Wagstaff and Jack Fyfe, has learned to subscribe to , 

a higher truth than that offered by conventional morality. Hollister's 

connection with the wilderness, like that of the other two men, has 

reinforced his own individuality and enabled him to re-evaluate social 

codes that he once lived by and accepted. Doris also does not feel bound 

by standard ways of thinking, and though she is aware of Hollister's 

disfigurement, she has learned to love the wilderness in preference to 

the city, .and is perfectly prepared to live her life there with him,: 

V 
"I love the smell of the earth and the sea and the woods. Even 
when I could see, I never cared a lot for town. It would be 
all right for a while, then I would revolt against the noise, 
the dirt and smoke, the miles and miles' of houses rubm.ng 
shoulders against each other, and all the thousands of people 
scuttling back and forth, like—well, it seems sometimes almost 
as aimless as the scurrying of ants when you step on their 
hill." „ ,i^_(H£.' 143-44) 1 

Hollister's decision to live on his timber limit and log it: puts 

him "at the primitive source of things," and he learns "the pride of 

definitely planned creative work" (HP, 152). Until the war, Hollister 

had been a businessman, using money to make more money, dealing with 

tokens rather than the things themselves. He had been so far from the 

source of nature's raw materials that he had never perceived the complexity 

of modern industry. For the first time, he perceives the relationship 

among the town, with its manufacturing, the plains, which grow food, and 

f 
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nature, with its store of raw materials. He sees himself as paying for 

his food and, clothing with the .timber he shapes. Thus it is contact with 

the basic elements- pf the social order that makes him finally perceive 

its structure. Sinclair believes that this structure includes an element 

of chance which saves man from being "in the inexorable grip of destiny" 

(HP, 159). As Doris puts it, "Most of us at different times hold our own ' 

fate, temporarily at least, in our own hands without knowing it, and 

some insignificant happening does this or that to us" (HP, 16Q) . Hollister 

regards himself as one who has profited from."this factor of chance" 

(HP, 160). Had it not operated, he would not have been in the wilderness, 

living in happiness with Doris: 

The land held out to them manifold.promises. Hollister looked 
C" /£ »fc th* recM>r~bwn shingle bolts accumulating behind the 

boom-sticks ana felt that inner satisfaction which comes of 
success achieved by plan and labor-. If his mutilated face had 
been capable of expression it would"have reflected pride, 
satisfactiony Out of the apparent wreckage of his life he was 
laying the foundations of something permanent, something 
abiding, an1 enduring source of good. (HP_, 176) 

Sinclair depicts Hollister as venturing into Vancouver again with Doris 

.because there is a possibility that her sight will be restored, but nothing 

has changed. rHe -continues to be treated as a freak by the society for 

v • 
which he had sacrificed himself, and he longs for the impassive, impersonal 

silences', of the wilderness. 

The book closes with a series of catastrophes which shake Hollister's 
» 

world (a double murder and a fire which destroys his timber). Temporarily 

he believes that nature is blind, ruthless,' disorderly, and wantonly 

destructive. In addition he fears that his wife may turn from him when 

she sees his face. At the close of the book, Hollister's greatest fears 

remain unrealized, and he ii able once again to respond sympathetically 

r 
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to the wild beauty of nature. This sympathetic response i s described as 

"purely subjective" (HP_, 317) , so "res i l i ent and adaptable a thing i s the 

human mind" (HP, 317). Though Hol l i s t er has a fee l ing of "pleasant 

security" about the future, and everything seems "good," the book takes 

a more skeptical pos i t ion than S i n c l a i r ' s ear l i e r work about "the common 

assumption that a l l things , no matter how mysterious, work out ultimately 

for some common good" (HP_, 305) . The l i f e Hol l i s ter builds for himself 

in the wilderness ultimately seems fragi le and e a s i l y shaken. In th is 

respect the book offers a more complex view of nature than that of North 

of Fifty-Three, or even of Burned Bridges, which s t re s se s that a l i f e in 

a natural^environment i s a l i f e l ived according to the highest d ic tates 

of reason. 

The Inverted Pyramid (1924) i s S i nc l a i r ' s most ambitious book. In 

i t he makes h i s most extensive statement about the dis torted commercial 

e th i c which dominates society and has caused the war. The book has a 

b i t t e r twis t : in order to uphold honour and j u s t i c e , man i s forced to 

destroy ruthless ly the natural world. The book deals with the Norquay 

family, whose founder had-accompanied George Vancouver on his voyage of 

exploration in 1792. In 1809 Roderick Norquay had b u i l t a stone house 

which he ca l led "Hawk's Nest" on a twelve-hundred-acre headland cal led 

Big Dent near what was to become the c i t y of Vancouver. The family had 

prospered, buying up land and timber, and passing on i t s wealth to what 

i s now the f i f th generation. This includes Rod Norquay, the youngest son, 

who i s presented as the upholder of family t rad i t ions , and one who 

appreciates the natural environment. The o ldest son. Grove, who inherits 

the property arfd timber (as the resul t of a family tradi t ion resembling 

r 
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an- e n t a i l ) , i s not interested in the family forestry operations, but 

instead wants to be a Napoleon of finance. Grove's f inancial manipulations 

and those of h i s colleagues resul t in the near l iquidation of his trust 

company, which i s saved from going under only because his father and Rod 

are determined to save the family name. Thousands of acres of forests 

are re l ent l e s s ly and swif t ly logged in order to pour capital into the 

Norquay Trust Company,. Grove commits suic ide . Rod i s l e f t with a moral 

victory and acres of . land that have been pi l laged of their natural wealth. 
J 

Sincla ir based the book on the scandal involving the Dominion 

Trust, which Martin Robin describes as "one of a host of companies, equally 

9 
fraudulent, which collapsed in the pre-war years." However, i t s fai lure 

was part icularly dramatic as i t s managing director died suddenly in 

October, 1914; h i s death resulted in an inquiry which revealed that the 

directors had made huge, unauthorized loans involving more than a mil l ion 

dol lars in popular depos i ts . Five thousand customers were l e f t without 

recourse to compensation. The Bri t i sh Columbia Tory government, whose 

Attorney-General was William Bowser, had not probed the company's 

f inancial solvency before i t s incorporation. Bowser's law firm had also 

acted for the Dominion Trust , which had avoided regulation under the lax 

Companies Act. Before the Tories were voted out of o f f i c e , Bowser br ie f ly 

became Premier of Brit ish Columbia (1915-16). Robin points out that the 

l i s t of l imited l i a b i l i t y -companies in Bri t i sh Columbia in 1912 included 

4,760 firms floated largely on watered stock with a capi ta l izat ion of 
v 

$1,177,000,000! 1 0 

The Tories were in power in British Columbia in the early years of 

this century until they were ousted by a reform government headed by a 

I « 

J. 
t 
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i. Liberal, Baptist Harlan Brewster in 1916._ The Liberals used the Dominion 

Trust collapse as a weapon in their electoral campaign. Before the Liberal 

victory, Tory Premier Richard McBride and Attorney-General William Bowser, 

known as the "Gold Brick Twins," had pursued a reckless policy of land sales 

and timber alienation. New timber licence legislation resulted in large 

tracts of Crown land falling into the hands of a few large corporations. 

McBride also fathered the Canadian Northern Pacific Railway deal with 

Mackenzie and Mann, who received terms which allowed them "to load millions 

12 
of dollars of capitalization on the householders of British Columbia." 

Under McBride, speculation in land sales was rampant., The government 

boasted in 1911 that it had sold two million acres in seven years. Robin 

refers to the three-year period between 1913 and 1916 in British Columbia 

14 
as the "carnival of graft," and sums up the period of Tory control over 

British Columbia politics in the following way: 

Bowser's grimy machine and McBride's sky-blue vision of a 
great northern empire were built on the base of economic 
prosperity . . . . Resource alienation provided the funds 
necessary to grease the party machine . . . . Frenetic 
speculative and investment activities continued unabated through 
1912 and few people, except wise insiders, dreamed that 
prosperity would ever desert the blessed province . . . . The 
boom peaked in 1912 and was soon followed by a severe down 
trend . . . . Suddenly there was a curtailment of credit, and 
financiers.and bankers muttered about overdrafts and deferred 
payments . . . . Pockets of unemployed appeared . . . . British 
Columbia . . . had taken a -moral holiday. The pathetic bleatings 
of the miniscule opposition about machine rule, misappropriation 
of funds, extravagance, corruption and rampant resource alienation, 
were faintly heardvby electors who romped in Mammon's garden 
. . . . Mr. Bowser, who cared little about the rule-of law or 
the concept of justice, spoke for the speculator, the prevailing 
culture hero who pursued profit by utterly disregarding accepted 
rules . . . . Economic circumstances, that cruel educator, 
dispelled McBride's vision of the northern empire.15 

It was in this political-economic atmosphere that the Dominion Trust Company 

collapsed in 1914. Robin points out that a "scourge of moral indignation" 

t 
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swept British Columbia in the immediate pre-war years. As he colourfully 

puts it, "The flames of righteous indignation, fanned by the-HaxQSpects 

« of a patriotic imperial war and by the crunch of economic depression, 

16 
burned brightly in Sodom by the sea." The Norquay Trust Company in 

The Inverted Pyramid actually collapses in 1919, not in 1914. 'Sinclair's 

purpose is to make clear the linkage between the building of shaky 

financial empires and the war, so he freely adjusts economic history. 

As Sinclair has one character state, "Armies are the policemen of trade" 

(IP, 181). m 

By 1924, Sinclair had come to think of the colonization of North 

America as a subject for epic literature. Especially was this true of 

the British Columbia coast, which he believed had the most majestic natural 

environment on the continent. He puts these sentiments into the mind of 

Rod Norquay, who attempts, through part of the narrative, to write a 

book that would capture the spirit of his native land: S 

Rod Norquay . . . found himself wondering why no poet had 
sung the song of this swirling, water; why no novelist had 
lovingly portrayed this land as a back-drop for his comic and 
tragic puppets? Why was there no Iliad of the pioneers, no 
Human Comedy of men and manners peculiar to the Worth Coast? 
. . . That it deserved a Homer and a Burns he did not doubt. 

(IP, 1-2) 
• • • 

The epic of fur and timber and the conquering of a wilderness 
peopled with savages. 

(IP, 79) 

Rod sees the -writing of such an epic as the creation of "something of 

worth above the measure of money" (IP_, 173). Though he never whites his 

book, Mary, his wife, discovers during the war that she has a thesis to 
¥ 

communicate. She writes a book called The Swirl, whose message is "that 
V 

stupidity and ignorance and intolerance,are more fatal than guns" (IP, 

( 
f 
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206). One publisher rejects the'book because it casts "doubt on the 

great moral forces underlying the war'" (IP_, 207) . The implication is 

that Mary will write the epic work that Rod had envisaged, but that in 

the short term an immediate statement of truths about the war was more 

necessary. 
{ 

The contrast between Rod's and Grove's values i s made most e x p l i c i t 

through the ir reactions to the war. Grove's trust company does not miss 

the opportunity to prof i t from the s i tuat ion . I t runs an advertisement 

in the paper which reads as follows: "Your country c a l l s you. Before you 

go overseas put your af fa irs in the capable hands of THE NORQUAY TRUST 

COMPANY" (IP_, 178) . Rod revolts against "being a pawn in the European 

game" (IP, 179) , but he bel ieves that he should figh't i f statesmen have 

committed h i s country to a war. Though he agrees with Andy Hall that 

"war . . . i s the most sense less pastime any nation can engage in" (IP, 

182), he has an "emotional certainty" that he must act : "If everybody 

stands on h is rights and demands, a readjustment of a faulty arrangement 

of things beffjS^egute w i l l make a s ipgle defensive move—we'll be whipped 

out of hand" (IP_, 185). Andy's posit ion (and he speaks for the author) 
t 

is that "Struggle'for commercial supremacy has started every war since ' 

the Crusades, and a few of the dynastic rumpuses. This is a row over 
4 

property'rights , real or potential" (IP, 182). He argues that as he i s 

a common worker, he has no property to protect: "why should we, who have 

only the shadow, sacr i f i ce ourselves for those who have the s | 0 t a n c e ? " 

(IP, 184). Nonetheless, .the old "tribal ins t incts" that are "stronger 

and deeper" than c i v i l i z a t i o n s t i r in him, and he imagines German cruisers 

"slinging she l l s" at the west coast . Like Rod, who resolves the conf l i c t 
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he has "between two powerful s e t s of feel ings" '(IP, 187), he e n l i s t s . 

As a result of the war, Grove becomes "a big man in h i s chosen 

-field" (IP, 210). Rod notices that Grove i s quoted in the newspaper , 

every day, gett ing *as nnich space as the Peace Conference.' He appears to 

-be achieving greater fame and fortune than the founder of the family. 

Rod wonders whether his ancestors would have found much pleasure in 

discounting notes, in "squeezing l i t t l e debtors and bolstering up big ones 

for a consideration" (IP, 211). Grove's material success lis only part,-
V \ 

of xhe general prosperity which has transformed Vancouver as a result 

of-the war. New industries , shipyards, and an abundant supply of money 

have changed the face of the c i t y . Rod i s cynical and disheartened by " 

the post-war world: ^ / p 

. ". . ' . p^don't know any place where democracy i s in good working 
order. I We certainly put a crimp in German militarism, but our' 
own m i l i t a r i s t s are in a very flourishing condition, especial ly % 
in France. In fa^t, a l o t of men . . . are beginning to ask 
what we did fight for. The few weeks I've been in c i v i l l i f e 
haven't enlightened me . . . . Some people, quite a l o t , regard 
i t as some sort of spectacular game at which our s ide won. 

: They seem to be rather eager for the distribution of pr izes . 
And there aren't any prizes . . . . Nothing but bigger taxes , 
higher pr ices- -a h e l l of a struggle to pay the b i l l—labor 
demanding to know why, after having fought a war* and won i t , 
they must cone home and ga£ to work and pay the b i l l . - Oh, we 

' won the war r ight enough, but i t ' a a Pyrrhic victory. The 
significance of that long-drawn wrangle at Versai l les doesn't 
seem obvious to many people'." (IP, 204-205) 

Grove and Rod indicate their contradictory- values through the marriages 

iy make,.. Rod marries Mary Thorn, a neighbour with whoa he has grown 
' • ~ \ 

up and who shares his love, of nature. Mary i s described as supremely 

"natural" (IP_, 55) . Her father, Oliver Thorn., suanarizes^his philosophy 

'of l i f e for Rod: 
, "My wants are simple. My family's wants are simple. A reasonable 

amount of l e i sure . A reasonable amount of security . A chance 

\ 
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to read and think.. Freedom from hurry and worry . . . . Each 
season I cut a f ew* hundred dol lars ' worth of cedar . . . . 
Each year the value -of the stand increases . . . . When I choose 
to s e l l , i t w i l l bring me enough for a decent l iv ing as long 
as I'm l i k e l y to d ive , and something l e f t over for Mary. 
That's good enough." (IP, 58) 

Grove, acting as head of the family, warns Rod away from Mary, the "half-wild 

daughter of a dreamy-eyed incompetent" (IP., 24) , but Rod ignores the 

warning and convinces Mary to marry him: "We're both thoroughbreds. I t 

i s n ' t c lass that counts. I t ' s character. All1 the rest i s just trimmings" 

(IP, 193). • Mary's ancestors were Americans who went west before the 

Boston Tea Party (the book has a strong Brit ish b i a s ) . Just as Rod's 

% ancestors were pioneers in Vancouver, Mary's were pioneers in Minnesota 

and Idaho, always r e s t l e s s , prepared to str ike out into new terr i tory , 

"independent, always competent to fend for themselves" (IP, 175). Thus 

Rod and Mary are presented as the same sort of people, despite fcheir 

c lass dif ferences , with a s imi lar relationship to the land, "what do. 
7 

shops and streetcars, cities and frontiers mean to us here? . . . . 

-People handicap themselves when they grow too civilized," Mary observes „ 

{ , ... 
(IP, F74) . w <. 

Grove, on the other hand, makes a socially advantageous marriage to 

Laska Wall, the daughter of a rich man. Though Laska really cares for > s 

-Phil, the'second Norquay son, the implication is that she is not courageous 

enough to ignore Grove's fortune and as a result makes a loveless marriage. 

She finds the world "a rather hollow affair" and Rod senses 'a "vague 

fretfulness about her" (IP_, 76) , but she does not have the independence 

tc/'rSscue herself. Her sister, Isabel, on the other hand, defies her 
/ X * * r ^ " r 

family to marry Andy Hall, a political radical and a lumberman who works 

for Rod. 
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Rod and Grove are contrasted as well in their treatment of the 

loggers who work the Norquay land. The loggers strike in order to obtain 

a fifty-cent-a-day raise and bathing f a c i l i t i e s . The loggers, who are 

"putting more timber per man per day into the booming ground than any 

crew on the coast," are clearly ent i t l ed to the wage increase. Grove 

i s not open to reason, and wants to reject the demand on the ground of 

"principle": "You simply cannot afford to allow a crew of d i s s a t i s f i e d 
4 

loggers to imagine for a minute that they can t e l l you how you're to run 

your business" (IP, 159). Rod, who has learned logging from the ground up 

working in the lumber camp alongside the men, cannot think of his workers 

as an inconvenient part of the/~nroduction machine. He sees them as men 

and their requests as reasonable. Grove's response to h i s workers i s 

presented as typical of that of the businessmen of the day to what they 

viewed as s o c i a l i s t agi tat ion: 

These worthy gentlemen over their wine and cigars affected 
to believe the State , the home*, the nation, reeled to ruin 
before union wage sca les . The rancor in their voices when 

t they spoke of working-class demands amazed Rod sometimes. 
(IP, 315) 

During the disastrous autumn of 1920 when the Brit ish Columbia sawmills 

are s i l e n t , Sinclair presents the Norquay lumber operations under Rod's 

management as functioning without a s ingle creaking jo int . Rod'd men, 

who are taken into h i s confidence instead of being treated as machines, 

agree that a lowered wage i s better than id leness: "The reddest radical 

among them believed in him suf f i c ient ly to go ahead on the assurance 
0 

that wages would automatically keep step with prices for the product of 

the ir labor" (IP_, 315). In fact . Rod's camps take on the aspect of a 

community: "Some of the married men bui l t f loat houses on rafts which 

» 
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could be moved when the camp changed, and brought their families there 

to l ive away from rent and fuel costs in town" (IP, 314). The government 

i s even persuaded to se t up a temporary school. , 

When the Norquay Trust i s seen to be insolvent. Rod i n i t i a l l y i s 

inclined to l e t Grove suffer-the consequences of his f o l l y , but their 

father argues', that the family name and prestige have been the foundation 

on which the "tottering Colossus" was b u i l t . In the public eye the 

Norquays stand and f a l l as a family; thus none of them can shirk Grove's 

obligation. Half of the fapiily wealth i s in standing timber. Rod's 

father observes that "The woods wi l l have to be our salvation" (IP, 221). 
y 

The .only redeeming feature of the s i tuation i s that Grove has not actually 

been dishonest. The other members of the trust have-feathered their 

nests and l e f t him "holding the empty sack." These same men regard.Rod 

and his father as foo lsYor wanting to pay back the investors.. "What's 

the Limited Liabi l i ty Act for?~\jthey ask. Rod ruminates on Grove's 

career: "A matter of dol lars . No question of honor or duty, no sacr i f ice 
f 

for anything resembling an ideal , no vision of usefulness to his family, i 

his friends, or his country had illuminated Grove's headlong way . . . . 

Only power, the purely material aspect of power, was a thing he valued" 

(IP, 23), Rod .must, in e f f e c t , rape the forest to raise the money to 

save the Norquay trust: 
There was no picking of prime trees and care to conserve -

the younger growth, nor far-sighted cull ing of the forest crop. 
I t was complete destruction^ Within the boundaries of each 
l imit the earth was stripped to i t s primal nakedness.' Sky-line 
and high-lead gear ripped strings of logs over the surface, 
plowing deep furrows in the Scant so i l , - tearing-up saplings,-
shouldering aside rotten trunks and small boulders, bursting 
into dusty clouds the dead snags in the way. When the loggers 
shifted to a fresh stand they l e f t desolation behind. Timber 
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great and small was money. Every stick landed in tidewater 
went for„ something; number one export, number two, the broken 
cedar tqr shingles, the poorer grades of spruce and hemlock 
for pulpwood that the mills chewed up and spat forth in tons 
of news print. (IP_, 271) 

Finally, he must even strip the timber from the twelve hundred acres 

surrounding the family hdme. At the eleventh hour, John Wall, Grove's 

father-in-law, offers to buy the family home and its acreage from Rod 

for somewhat more than he needs to make a final honourable liquidation-

of ptie Norquay Trust. Rod refuses rather than sell his family home to 

a man without conscience or ethics. So the trees are felled: 

Upon that twelve hundred acres the trees stood bough to bough, 
—clean, straight, tall, enormous of girth and sound t« the 
core. From the level center of the island an easy slope fell 
away to the water on every side. For a mile back from Hawk's 
Nest to walk abroad was like walking in the nave of a Gothic 
cathedral . . . . For a hundred years the Norquays had warred 
on the thickets and undergrowth . . . . The floor of that 
forest was the floor of a park. Bough to bough the trees stood 
in .endless ranks . . .v. Dim aisles'ran out into shadowy 
perspective. Only on the southern fringe bordering the house 
and lawn had the forest been thinned to let in sunshine and 
become clothed with grass. All the rest was carpeted with 

. , moss. (IP, 320-21) 

Rod has destroyed a "stately forest" in order "to preserve a tradition, 

to discharge an obligation, to live with honor in his own sight" (IP_, 336). 

Rod believes that tradition, obligation, and honour have a meaning to 

many men, even in a "world that worshipped Mammon above all other gods" 

(IP,' 337) . Though Grove has destroyed the work of four generations 

before him, Rod believes that rebuilding is possible. He feels that he • 

knows precisely what.to avoid as he has been bitterly schooled in the way 

of a world which "had abandoned the old faiths to pursue things" (IP, 

337). Like saplings, he and his family can grow to the old stature if 

Rod wishes it. As -the. book closes, Rod's eyes turn to the waste land - , 

<$ 
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that now surrounds -his home, and i t i s clear that he plans to begin the 

restoration pf the forest . 

Thus the work of Stead and Sinclair* forms a good jumping-off point 

into the. r e a l i s t i c novels of the period. For example, the Great'War-., 

and i t s repercussions are soc ia l issues that both writers attempt to 

grapple with-. Both men view the cause of the war as the world-wide 

pursuit of materialist goals , which Sinclair particularly associates 

with urban values. Stead i s more.enthusiastic'than Sinclair about 

Canadian participation in the war on the grounds that a<costly but 

important lesson w i l l be learned as the result of the bloodshed. Sinclair 

argues for participation only as a measure of self-defence and because 

he ultimately becomes convinced of the moral superiority of the All ied 

over the German cause. Both men view war-profiteering with repugnance. 

Again Sinclair associates these prof i ts more direct ly with an urban 

economy than does Stead. BQth writers offer schemes for the re-settlement 

of the returned soldier which involve h ie in a rejection of both urban 

l i f e and urban values. Characterist ical ly , S inc la ir ' s returned man finds 

himself logging.timber in virgin forest and Stead's returned man finds 

himself in a semi-soc ia l i s t farming cooperative raising food. Neither 

writer suggests an immersion in a c i t y l i f e or a c i t y economy as an 

ansvBr to the sense of displacement and d i s i l lu s ion that the returned 

man suffers . 

Stead's l e s s ruthless attack on urban materialism hinges on his 

association of the development of Canada as a nation with the necessity 

to develop i t s c i t i e s . In one sense his novels axe really f i c t iona l 

versions of contemporary federal p o l i t i c a l thinking. \£ven Stead's 

N 
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apostrophes to the soil are associated with the political and economic 

wisdom of Canada as a national entity 'to feed itself rather than to import 

necessities such as food. Sinclair did not think in political terms. 

His approach to "Canada" as a nation is almost mystical—that is, Canada 

is one of the last places where an individualistic ethic can survive. 

The unspoiled north is the "true" version of the country, and its cities 

are a distortion of the truth. /? 

. Stead admires technology in the city and on the land when it is 

applied appropriately, that is',' with discipline and moral rectitude, and 

when it helps raise man out of an animal state. Sinclair stresses that 

te^nology tends to get out of control,/ though he does not deny it a 

place in loggOig operations in the wilderness. Stead also has more 

tolerance than Sinclair for the kind of- civilized arts that the city 

fosters, ror. example (Architecture that combines skilled technology with 

a sense of aesthetics. Sinclair/believes that the lessons that the arts 
V 

of a highly cultivated civilization have to teach may be submerged in 

the social pretenses with which art is often associated in the city._ Both 

men admire learning, but both are wary of its use for hypocritical purposes. 

Sinclair especially believes that though learning may provide a guide to 

life, an intimate relationship to nature will teach the same things that 

can be learned from books. 

Stead is a believer in the Christian ethic, though he thinks it is 

not applied enough in practical affairs. Sinclair stresses the hypocrisy 

of masking unfair business practices and immorality behind the facade of 

aChristian life. He sees the city as encouraging the creation of what 

is only a Christian .veneer rather than- true Christianity. In the wilderness, 

/ ' 
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man learns to live by a "natural" ethic that is suggested to him-through 

the need to-survive and endure in nature. Sharp business practices 

associated with the city are viewed with more toleration by Stead, who 

sees the entrepreneur as making a positive contribution to the 

development of the country even though he enriches himself at the expense 

of others. Ultimately, both men are anti-materialistic and uphold 

individual solutions to the problems of society. Though Stead appears 

to be a Christian socialist, actually-he is wary of large socio-economic 

solutions and relies on change in the heart.of the -individual man. 
. . . t. 

Sinclair is 'even more leery of government and bus'ijiess on a large scale 

and has" his heroes reltj^ng on aekind of ragged individualism to solve 

their problems. Though Stead i s far more tolerant of the c i ty than 

S inc la ir , both men ultimately associate the good l i f e with a non-urban 

se t t ing . This position- i s taken as well by Frederick Grove, as Chapter 

II w i l l demonstrate. 
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- # Chapter II 

Grove's C i t i e s : 

Poisonous Flowers in the Woods 

Grove generally i s considered the ratajor r e a l i s t i c wr i t e / ' o f 

period, but he i s l e s s balanced than Steal* on the subject of the contrast 

between urfean and rural l i f e . Like Sinclair*. Grove offers a, romantic 

view of non-urban l i f e , but i t i s rural rather than wilderness l i f e that 

concerns him. Though Grove never ignores the problem of materialism in 

rural l i f e , he saves his heavy a r t i l l e r y for urban materialism. The 

extremity of h i s . negative pos i t ion on urban l i f e casts into doubt even 

the c l a r i t y of h i s view of farming as a process . At th i s distance in 

time, Stead's presentation of rural l i f e appears more "rea l i s t i c" than 

Grove's. Though in many ways Grove i s a more sophist icated writer than 

Stead, h i s lack of balance makes h i s work appear s impl i s t i c and pompous. 

Stead's more modest aims as a writer make h is fa i lures l e s s s t r ik ing . . 

Twelve of Grove's Canadian books had been published before "his death 

in 1948. In 1976 a Canadian translat ion of Mauermeiatar Ihles flaus (1906) 

appeared in Canada under the t i t l e The Master Mason's House, and Grove 

novels s t f t l l await publ icat ion. However, Grove had published seven of 

the twelve Canadian books in the brief 'per iod between 1922 and 1930. 

Despite Grove's many problems with publishers, the appearance of what 

amounted to a book every year during the twenties would argue that publishers, 

at l e a s t , bel ieved Grove to be re f lec t ing current tas te at some l e v e l . 
\ 
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That his books did not sell well suggests that the gap was still wide 

between the popular taste for romantic fiction and what publishers and 

critics saw as a new maturity in Canadian writing. As we look at the 

twenties from this distance* Grove still is considered the major novelist 

of the period and thus his view of the city should be examined with 

some care. 

AS Stead had observed; the independence and growth of Canada were 

inextricably linked with the development of an urban economy, though 

Stead also noted that the growth of western cities seemed to foster 

materialistic goals in life at a* swifter rate than these developed in a 

life on the land. Grove was unwilling to see a connection between * 

industrialization £rid national development. He consistently linked the 

maturity .of Canada as a nation to a spiritual association with the soil. 

Unlike Stead, who saw that a materialist will grow on farmland as well 

as between the cracks in the asphalt, Grove thought that urban life 
i 

fostered the pursuit of material goals to the exclusion of a l l others. 

Grove linked the proliferation of materialism and a mechanistic approach 

to l i f e to American influences and saw the Anglo-Saxon tradition in Canada 

as part of a larger European tradition whose goals were the'pursuit of 

goodness and tauth. .He believed-tkat th i s larger European tradition s t i l l 

was to be found in western Canada among the rural dwellers. Thus the 

be l i e f that the path to national g^aatness lay through industr ial izat ion 

and urbanization was ant i thet ica l to \h i s thinking. Grove's be l i e f in the 

mystical value of ownership of land implied that the c i ty dweller would 

find i t d i f f i c u l t , i f not impossible, to reach out into what Grove described 

as "the dark mysteries" which surround us; in fact , he carries th i s 

r 
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posit ion to the extreme of associating virtue with the land and vice with 

the c i ty , a s implist ic point of view that i s unexpected in someone 

considered a major writer. A corollary of this view of vice and virtue 

i s that Grove, associates ideal marriage and domestic happiness with the 

land, rarely with the c i t y . 

At the time of the writing of A Search for America, Grove also 

appears not to havp been sens i t ive to the geographical and cultural 

differences between Canada and the United States , as he makes judgments 

gleaned.from his experiences in one country and applies them to the other. 
i 

Another possibly more serious error which Grove makes in judging the 

c i ty i s to confuse i t with the term c i v i l i z a t i o n , which, prefaced by the 

word modern, becomes an abusive phrase covering a variety of social 

phenomena which Grove dis l ikes—for example, fashionably dressed women, 
c 

artificial'lighting, crowds, selling, automobiles, and sexual license 

(this covers everything except sex within marriage). Again the reader 

is disappointed by this superficial approach to the cities of Canada, 

which by the twenties were of striking, significance in the overall social 

picture of the country. 4 

However, Grove had touched a tender spot in the nation's sensibility. 

The development of industrial capitalism in the cities had brought with 

it a distrust of the "commercial ethic," and as post-war Canada prospered, 

it decried its own accumulation of wealth. This paradox invited 

exploration, and Grove was ready to grapple with it. The explanation of 

the popular failure of his books may lie in his use of realistic techniques 

to suggest a romantic solution to the problem of the cities. He is urging 

the land on his readers as a source of spiritual succour, but wh^p Grove 
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- writes about farming he ofteV spares no de ta i l of the unremitting hard 

labour involved in working the land. The apparent contradiction may 

.have put off the general reader, who preferred to think of rural l i f e in 

terms of t r i l l i n g - b i r d s and spectacular sunsets . Grove's high-principled 

approach to urban materialism did not deter c r i t i c s , however, who found 

. in him an earnestness and high moral tone lacking in the l i terature of 

the period. Nevertheless, in*terms of - the ir att i tudes towards the c i t i e s . 

Grove's high principles appear l e s s r e a l i s t i c than Stead's , a writer 

with a l e s ser reputation. ' 

c 
However, Grove did enjoy some popular success. For example, on 

January 26, 1929, while on a lecture tour. Grove is able to report to ' 

Mrs. Grove from Montreal that all the bookstores have "huge" displays 

of His work, and that Our Dally Bread is among their best sellers. On 

the following day. Grove assures his wife that the Search is "slowly 

2 
selling, with emphasis on selling rather than on.slowly." In this letter 

'he also remarks .that he is considered "the leading man in Canada at 

last." Moving from one extreme to the other,' Grove writes to Watson 

Kirk'connell on June 12, 1929, that Canada seems to have nothing to offer 

him, and that he and Mrs. Grove are "discussing the .advisability of 

definitely leaving the country'' because he cannot make a living from his 

4 

writ ing. Grove's l i t erary reputation did not bring him the material 

rewards Be expeotjed, anemone f ee l s a faint surprise that a writer who 

argued so s tr ident ly against materialism in his work should fee l so injured 

when his success resultedUn l i t t l e that was concrete in h i s l i f e . 

During h i s lecture vigours' of Canada, Grove delivered an address which 

he cal led "Nationhood." Grove considered i t of suf f i c i ent importance 

4 • : , . • -
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to include' it in the March, 1929, issue of The Canadian Nation, a 

publication of which he had just become associate editor. That same 

year It Needs to Be Said appeared, a collection of eight essays, the 

crowning piece of which was, again, "Nationhood." Margaret Stobi-e calls 

It Needs to Be Said a "potbj&iler." One can only concur, with the proviso 

that if the ideas and language of these essays constitute a "potboiler," 

their presence in Grove's fiction makes it questionable as well. "Nationhood" 

is a distillation of much of. the thinking in the early books, and does 

not differ substantially in tone from, "for example. Our. Daily Bread. 

Grove begins "Nationhood" by pointing out that although one hears frequently 

of the "inexhaustible resources of the Dominion,"• material civilization 

is nothing to boast of. "Wealth produces at no time true values" (NBS, • 

137). Though Canada's untapped resources may make it the "centre of the 

British Empire," only "danger" lies in such a situation, as "true 

civilizations" grow out of a "spiritual soil, not a material one." The 

wealth of Canada is.its greatest menace. Grove sees as praiseworthy in 

Canada's past the survival of French Quebec, which he sees as resulting .-, 

from the federal, rather than the melting-pot principles of the British 
j 

Empirec Even more praiseworthy, however, is Canada's resistance to 

influences from the United States: 

South of our borders lives a mighty nation which is rwching out 
with its tentacles*over the globe—with a view towards the 
Americanisation . . . of that globe: a nation which, by the help 
of two processes, has evolved a mechanical civilization unique in 
the modern world—the two processes being mass-production and 
standardization (mass-production doing away with artistic aspirations, 
and standardization, with individuality): a nation proud of its 
wealth and power and proud of its great material civilization j 
. . . . All over the world, that influence is, by thoughtful 
minds, considered as dangerous: as a shallowing of ancient 
standards, as a re-orientation of men*<s minds and desires, from 
things spiritual, towards things material and economic . . . . 
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in that nation, the great Anglo-Saxon tradit ion as itf'came 
from Europe i s in grave danger of going into e c l i p s e . 

(NBS, 142-44) 

Grove describes the Ahglo-Saxon tradit ion as part of a European tradit ion 

whose god has been "goodness and truth," whose dream has been "beauty," 

and whose law has been a retracing of a "divine law born within us which" 

cares for nothing but what i s r ight ." The aim of the tradit ion i s "the 

real izat ion of man's f u l l e s t p o t e n t i a l i t i e s as a -creature formed in the 

image of God . . . " (NBS, 144). 

In contrast , "Americanisation" means the reorientation of the minds 

of immigrants towards a "jealous god" cal led a "Standardsof Living," 

and toward "aims which exhaust themselves in sensual enjoyment and the 

so-ca l led conquest of nature." Grove sees the course of Bri t i sh history 

as being reversed in America. Canada and the United States have been 

engaged "in a war of principles" whish i s at present at i t s height. But 

although Canada has "lived for centuries in the shadow of a more powerful 

brother" i t has held out "against the influence of example and pressure 

and almost compulsion . . . ." Grove sees th i s as an achievement of 

which Canadians may jus t ly be proud. He goes on to argue that the essence 

of nationhood i s the "individuality" of the nation's c i v i l i z a t i o n ; that 

i s , i t must develop a "new or d i s t i n c t i v e shade in the generally tragic 

reaction of the human soul to the fundamental conditions of man's l i f e 

on earth." The d i s t i n c t i v e shade of tragic reaction found in the people 

and environment of the Canadian pra ir ies accords with that in Grove's 

own soul , which stems from the authentic European tradi t ion , and he concludes 

that a true sp ir i tua l l i f e i s available in western Canada: 

s Let me speak for a moment of myself. I am a Canadian by choice. 
I am a Westerner by choice. I am also one who, whether 
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successfully or not, strives after beauty. For reasons which 
are not relevant here I left Europe^ Whether I knew it at the 
time or not, I was searching for an environment which would 
help me to express that individual, tragic reaction to life, 
the world, the universe—to God—which I felt to be alive within 
me. I sought it in vain in the United States. I found traces 
of it—but there was more of it in Canada; and so, after having 
left this country, I returned to it. What kept me in Canada, 
and more especially in the Canadian West was the fact that I 
found here more clearly than elsewhere the germs of such a new 
or distinctive shade in the generally tragic reaction of human 
souls to the fundamental conditions of man's life on earth. 
I did not find these germs in the great cities with their ' 
churches and schools and universities. There, life is'too 
strenuous, too prone to conformity with the rest of the continent. 
I found them among the plain, rough people of the prairies. 

•* (NBS, 154-55) 

Grove thus makes a clear distinction between western Canada, whiqh 

he sees as continuing a spiritual European tradition, and Canadian cities, 

which he sees as imbued with the materialistic spirit of the United 

Statesv The population of the Canadian west is preoccupied with "the 

essentials and fundamentals of life rather than with the inessentials 
i 

and accidentals ," and th i s preoccupation, naturally, i s found in the 

"poverty-stricken pioneer d i s t r i c t s rather than in the we l l - s e t t l ed and 

prosperous d i s t r i c t s . " This population stands d i s t i n c t l y opposed to "the 

proud march of our great material c i v i l i z a t i o n which i s . . . the great 

material c i v i l i z a t i o n of our neighbours to the south." Lest the reader 

begin to infer; that there i s an "essential difference" between the level 

of in te l l igence of c i ty ahd country, Grove hastens to assure us that though 

the rural dweller "may not have the ready phrase bred by the quick and 

incessant intercourse of the marketplace," the most i n t e l l i g e n t discussions 

of national problems he has heard have been in the "open country." Grove 

compares the westerner to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, the mid-European peasant 

and the Brit ish yeoman, a l l of whom were and are concerned with "eternally 
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valid things."^ The westerner, however, has something more than the 

European peasant, "a new hopefulness" bred by something peculiar to 

Canada. Grove speculates whether that "something" could be "the wider 

spaces of our plains, the greater height of our mountains . . .", or 

whether it comes from the fact that westerners "own the soil on which 

they stand." Nimoly, Grove connects the owning of land to true 

nationhood, and ooncludes his essay on this note: 

. . . I take it to be a desire still inherent in man as born 
by.woman to own that bit of land whence, with tentative mind, 
he reaches out into the dark mysteries which surround us. 

In that reaching out he strives for that distinctive element 
in the generally tragic reaction of the human soul to the 

*~, fundamental conditions of man's life on earth which I have 
. defined as individuality in a people's civilization. On that 
individuality, I have said, depends true nationhood. 

(NBS, 163) 

Grove must have realized that he had to 'make a clear distinction between 

Canada and the United States if he were not to sound as if he were 

insulting his audience on his speaking tours. This may account for the 

arbitrary nature of some of his judgments, and the fact that rhetoric is 

more prominent than reasoning in the .address. Also he must have felt ' * 

that a frankly nationalist periodical like The Canadian Nation required 

this sort of approach. 

In A Search for America (1927), published only two years before 

It Needs to Be Said, Grove includes the epigraph "America is a continent, ' 

not a country," on the title page, /in the "Author's Note," Grove tells 

us that the book had been rewritten eight times, but .that it still contains 

"anachronisms." One of the "anachronisms" which he retains in the book, 

but disavows in footnotes, is the fallowing judgment of the difference 

-between Europe and America: * 
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In Europe the c i t y was the crown of the ed i f ice of the s ta te ; 
the c i t y culminated in the court—a republican country l ike 
France being no exception, for the bureaucracy took the place , 
there*, of the aristocracy in other countries . In America the 
c i ty was the mere agent of the country—necessary, but dependent 
upon the countr^-Jjj^evej-^-way—politically, i n t e l l e c t u a l l y , 
econjomicalJ^r^Let America beware of the time when such a 
relat ion might be reversed! i t would become a mere bridgehead 
of Europe, as in their soc ia l l i f e some of i t s c i t i e s are even 
now.* The real reason underlying th i s difference I bel ieved 
to be the fact that Europe, as far as the e s sent ia l s of l i f e 
were concerned, was a consumer; whereas America was a producer. 

-Tflte masses were fed, in Europe, from the c i t i e s ; the masses were 
fed, in America, from the country. Blessed i s the nation that 

* remains rural in th i s respect , for i t w i l l inheri t the world. 
Freedom and happiness f l e e , unless "superest ager." 

(SA, 435-36) 

In the f i r s t of two'footnotes, Grove disavows the f i r s t set of statements 

(marked with an asterisk) by reminding the reader that they were written 

"decades" ago. After the passage quoted above, Grove continues his text 

by remarking that he had mistakenly taken "ideals for f a c t s , aspirations 

for achievements." He now-believes that "America i s an ideal and as such 

has to be striven for; i t has to be real ized in part ia l v i c t o r i e s . " This 

statement also merits a l feotnote: "I have since come^to the conclusion 

that the ideal as I saw and . s t i l l see i t has been abandoned by the U.S.A. 

That i s one reason why I became and remained a Canadian." With these two 

footnotes, Grove almost ent ire ly d iscredi ts A Search for America; He 
— ~ — — — — ~ — — ™ — — — — — — • 

certainly puts into question Branden's description of the search as not 

* 
a geographical one. One wonders why Grove .bothered to publish the book 

at all if it no longer represented views he held. --

If one, leaves the footnotes out of consideration in judging the book, 

one is left with the perplexing question of why Branden chooses to settle 

in Winnipeg when he has come to the conclusion that the Abraham Lincolns 

are "to be found in the rural districts of the.United STtates. At the point 
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when we leave Branden, h i s only experience with Canada has been in the > 
J* 

"hell" of a cheap Toronto restaurant. Branden's decision to help immigrants 
e 

has been.based on his own experience and what he has seen of the 

difficulties of other immigrants to the United States. Has Branden acquired 

his knowledge of Canada through some mysterious process never Described 

in the book? Or does the real logic of the book lie in the epigraph— 

"America is a continent, not a country"? Despite Grove's footnotes, and 

his virtual disavowal of A Search for America in the essay "Nationhood," 

I believe that the book's internal logic depends on an acceptance of the 

epigraph—that is, no distinction can be made between Canada and the 

United States. One must accept as the main thrust of A Search an earlier 

footnote of Grove's in which he explains that he uses the word "Americanizing" 

in a "wider sense ins which it includes what is commonly called 

Canadianization" (SA_, 92) . In this sense, Toronto and New York are 

American cities, as is the "Winnipeg" where Branden goes to teach. The 

soul of the rural United States which Branden penetrates is the soul of 

rural Canada, and Abraham Lincoln must be seen as.a Canadian hero. When 

Grove went on his speaking tours in the late twenties,- he must have had 

very clearly in mind his rather naive failure to make clear distinctions 

between Canada and the United States in A Search for America. The extreme 

position Gr;ove takes in "Nationhood" is suddenly far more understandable: 

Grove had to reject some of the ideas in his own book, which was selling 

well, without actually dissociating himself from it. k 

Despite these problems in assessing A Search, one thing stands out 

clearly—the simplistic association of vice with the cities and virtue 

with rural life. As Branden tramps through the countryside, he feels that 
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a new v i s t a i s opening before him: . *- t 

What were c i t i e s and towns? Mere specks on the map. Here was 
the ground-mass of the nation—the s o i l from"which c i t i e s 
sprang, l ike s t r ange , weird, sometimes poisonous flowers in 
the woods. For the f i r s t time I saw the' t rue r e l a t i o n : the, 
c i t y , the town working for the country: the fanner, though not 
yet rea l i zed as such, the r ea l master of the world who would 
one day come i n t o h i s own. I understood t h a t , before 1 could 
say t h a t I had a f a i r view of America as i t i s , I should have 

• to mingle with the men who t i l l e d the s o i l . 
(SA,,356) 

Branden/Grove sees the p r o l i f e r a t i o n of the "poisonous flowers" as the 

most damaging thing t h a t can happen to America. He points out t h a t 

America i s "fast changing from an a g r i c u l t u r a l country i n t o an i n d u s t r i a l 

one" (SA, 248) and tha t what i s commonly ca l led c i v i l i z a t i o n " is indeed 

>a movement from the e s s e n t i a l s to the a c c i d e n t a l s . " The word " c i v i l i z a t i o n " 

, i s thus misused to re fer to t r i v i a such as the problems of t r anspor t a t i on . 

Branden/Grove remarks t h a t in " tha t mistaken sense" he considers c i v i l i z a t i o n 

"a chronic disease of mankind which every now and then breaks out i n to 

some such acute insan i ty as the l a t e war" (SA, 249). He points out t ha t 

what i s commonly ca l led learning i s an encumbrance which leads to 

"Thinking-in-Ruts." Branden/Grove argues t h a t "personal s a t i s f a c t i o n " 

and the "amount of contentment" and the " r a t i o of joy to suffer ing" in 

l i f e can be increased by following C a r l y l e ' s advice in Sar tor Resartus: 

"The f rac t ion of Life can be increased in value not so much by increasing 

your numerator as by lessening your denominator" (9A, 250); ' tha t i s , you 

w i l l obtain more i f you wish for l e s s . Simplifying one ' s wants has no 

necessary connection with t i l l i n g the s o i l , or with l iv ing on the edge 

of s t a r v a t i o n , or with the re jec t ion of learn ing , yet these are a l l pos i t ions 

t h a t A Search takes a t some point or o the r . A man t i l l i n g the s o i l with 

an undernourished body and an untutored mind i s more l i ke ly to be b e s t i a l 
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than god-like, and only a romantic would see him as the la t t er rather^ 

than the former. Grove i s forced into a black-and-white presentation of 

c i ty and country through his passionate linkage of the l i f e of the 

s p i r i t to the l i f e of the s o i l . 

A l i t t l e over half of A Search for America i s concerned with scenes 

of city l i f e . Grove chooses the principal Canadian-and the principal 

American c i ty as examples to demonstrate the quality of urban l i f e . On 

the whole, Branden goes from bad to worse when he leaves Toronto for 

New York, though he does encounter a decent man, Ray, in New York. Out 

of ignorance, Branden passes right through Montreal, missing, as he 

claims, an "opportunity to see , and'to get the f l a i r of, a c i t y which 

to-day holds for me the strongest and strangest fascination" (SA,"17). 

In precisely what way Montreal misses Grove's general condemnation of the 

c i ty i s never explained, but Branden presents his overlooking of Montreal 

in favour of Toronto! as a mistake. 

Branden, finds Toronto an indifferent , callous place imbued With 

the commercial s p i r i t . The churches,advertise, and there are few, i f B* 

*ny» jobs available to a person without experience. Branden's appearance 

and his painful honesty about his lack of experience are against him. 

The reader hovers between thinking him a fool and admiring h is persistence 

in sticking to the unvarnished truth. But Grove's intent i s to give a 

picture of a romantic hero in a sordid world, so we are cal led on to 

y 
sympathize with Branden's plight. Eventually, painful honesty is rewarded, 

and Branden obtains a job in a restaurant whose policy,as stated by the 

manager is not "to please our customers" but "to, get their money out of 

their pockets into ours" (SA, 39}. The staff quarters of the restaurant 

o 
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saVroom" consist of "an excess ively dirty subterranea^jroom" whose l ight bulbs 

are "covered with thick dust and bespattered with mud," and men's and 

women's dressing-rooms whose air i s " s t i f l i n g , saturated with the odour 

of human sweat, fouL-with the exhalations of slow, dry decay" (SA, 45) . 

The corridors and kitchen, upstairs are s imilarly unappetizing, and El la , 

a waitress who wears an expression of "desperate, dumb determination," 

describes rush hour in the restaurant as "hell ." Branden soon concurs. 

Branden's "lower depths" experience in the restaurant makes of him an 

ihstanit s o c i a l i s t . His observations of "Whiskers," an e lderly "omnibus," 

convince him that the man should be ret ired with a pension: " . . . society 

i s at fault i f i t leaves the provision for old age to the individual-1 s 

t h r i f t , or , worse s t i l l , puts i t beyond h i s powers to look out for himself" 

(SA, 6 9 ) . The "great industrial organization" of America i s at fault , 

but Branden a lso real izes that had he "submerged" in Europe his sympathies 

might have been similarly awakened. Branden forms a friendship with 
t 

another waiter, Frank, who introduces him to the "great American game" . 

—graft. Frank gajrners t ips from h i s regular customers by serving them 

extra or better food'without making the appropriate charges for i t . He 

argues that graft permeates soc ie ty , offering as examples the tax assessor 
« 

who accepts bribes to underestimate the value of property, and the railroad 
jf 

conductor who accepts a dollar b i l l to l e t people ride free. Branden 

concludes that during the f i r s t few years of his l i f e on this continent 

he f e l l in with an amazingly large number of people "who l ived more or 

less exclus ively on th i s or that form of- graft" (SA, 93) . However, because 

Grove i s determined to prove that honesty i s the best pol icy , he has 

Branden eventually earning more money by honest methods than Frank earns 



86 

by dishonest. Nonetheless, Branden feels "chained underground . . . 

with an uncontrollable yearning to get to the light, to the life of the 

sun, to the real world" (SA_, 100) . The feelings are aroused in him by 

the beauty of a September morning when the "virile odour of the humus of 

the soil" pervades even the ci1;y streets. Despite his yearning for the 

natural world, Branden concludes that New York is the place to go next. 

He sums-~up bis first impression of America in the following way: 

My first impression . . . was that of a floating tide, changing 
quickly, unthinkingly, continually—like the winds which blow 
over the continent. But it is the surface only to which I 
belonged and to which I still was to belong for years "to come. 
Underneath this frantic motion, this ever-changing surface-
agitation, I have, in the course of years, learned to discern 
an ever-growing, solid foundation which is firm as the rcjpks, 
moving only in a quiet, steady, unvarying motion—a motion headed 
towards clearer insight and firmer resolve to assert itself— 
a motion as irresistible as that of the Earth herself, and as 
continuous and unobtrusive, fhe trouble is that in our cities 
we stand in the turmoil of the day; nearly all that finds 
utterance through the voice belongs to this turmoil. In order 
to catch the real trend of American thought you have to get 
your ear down to the soil to listen. Then you will hear the 
sanity, the good sense, and the good-will which are truly 
American. While you stand upright in the clash of the surface, 
your ear is filled with the clamour and clangour, the brassy 
din of fleeting noises which drown the quiet whisper of destiny. 
The future must redeem the day. And lucky we, since it is 
coming, coming. (SA, 112-113) 

Grove's "frantic motion" versus "quiet, steady motion, that is, city 

versus country, has a superficial veracity, but it is categorical and 

lacks the balance we expect of a writer of Grove's reputation. 

Branden's experience in New York is an intensification of his Toronto 

experience with "graft." His complete disillusionment with Frank comes 

when Frank's cards of introduction to persons in New York prove utterly 

worthless. Though Branden is presented to us as a sophisticated man 

familiar with European capitals, he immediately falls prey to'two New 
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York card sharks. The newspapers publish an inaccurate account of his 

participation in the swindle, but he waits in vain for a rets%ftion. 

Again, he seeks a job, using painful honesty as a weapon, and again 

fails to find one, even offering to work for nothing to gain experience. 

He feels that America—"using the word as a collective name for that 

part of the population of two cities with which [he] had come into contact 

(SA, 153)—is crude. However, while roaming through the Hudson River 

Valley, he comes to feel that there is something in the hills and woods 

at variance with that population. He also discovers "American Lettres," 

that is, Lincoln, Lowell, and Thoreau, and realizes that there is a 

-spiritual world in America that he has not yet discovered. He finally 

obtains a job canvassing for a book company, but when he realizes the 

lengths to which he' must go in order to make a sale, he is plunged into 
t 

gloom: 

All the ostentation of pride 'and wealth in this great city 
looked like a hollow show—like the powdered and painted face 
of a woman of the street who hides despair and shame behind 
the smile of effrontery. (SA, 179) 

He explains to Mrs. McMurchy that his difficulties in closing a sale are 

of an "ethical" nature; that is, he cannot sell the'books.to those who 

•cannot afford them. When Branden does make his first sale, however, it 

is based on a community of feeling with his customer, resulting from 

their mutual appreciation of nature: "We both were men, face to face with 

Nature" (SA, 188). The sale is completed in an atmosphere of domestic 

bliss, and Branden is invited to stay .for supper. We learn that his other 

sales are made under similar circumstances, that is, in the open country, 

and without a "hard sell." When Branden does sell a set of books to a 

young couple who cannot afford them, he makes the first payment himself. 
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Eventually, Branden is engaged by. a second book company which specializes 

in prestige sales to the wealthy. The first sale in which Branden 

participates 'is to Mr. Kirsty, whose name "was a synonym for enormous 

wealth," and who has gained his fortune by exploiting "preempted natural 

resources" and "inventions useless to their inventors because they lacked 

the capital to exploit them . . . " (SA, 220). Again Branden is successful 

selling books only in the open countryside and because he sells the book 

, rather than the prestige of owning it. Side by side with his adventures 

in "Graft and Sharp Practice," however, Branden always nurtures a 

desire to find the soil from which Lincoln had grown, and he eventually 

cuts himself loose from the city to go in search of the spirit of Lincoln. 

Branden divests himself of his belongings and goes'west, not only 

deliberately avoiding cities, but initially avoiding all human contact. 

Grove has Branden relying heavily on literary signposts in his search for 

the life of the spirit. Branden starts his search after reading Carlyle's 

advice to lessen his denominator. In Branden's pocket are copies of the ̂  

New Testament and The Odyssey. In Pennsylvania he is sheltered by an 

elderly couple reminiscent of Baucis and Philemon. Another who shelters 

him temporarily is a hermit who looks like Mark Twain, and who does not 

speak other than to make the affirmative statement, "I reckon." Branden 

accepts the hermit's silence as a mark of wisdom: 

. . . talking largely keeps you from thinking. Without reading 
as yet, certain passages in the stô ry of Jesus had taken on a 
profound and new significance for me. A deep-rooted suspicion 
of all that is called learning, progress, culture pervaded all 
my thinking. I was no longer so sure of my superiority over 
those who had not received my "education" . . . . I began to 
suspect that there might be more wisdom in this "hermit's" 
mode of life than in that of the most refined and cultured 
scholar. Yes, I sometimes doubted whether he' might riot have 
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deeper, truer thoughts than any one I had-ever*met before 
. . . . More and more my thoughts began to c i rc le around 
Jesus. (SA, 297) 

As Branden c irc les around Jesus, he encounters Abraham Lincoln. The weather 

turns bad, and he contracts pneumonia. He asks for' and receives shelter1' 

in a smoke house belonging to a poverty-stricken immigrant family. The 

family take him into their two-roomed house and give up their kitchen and 

their bed to him; they nurse him back to health with the help of the local 

doctor. As Branden had divined e a r l i e r , the Lincolns were l iv ing a l l 

about him: " . . . there were thousands of them, .hundreds of thousands, • 
«» 

mill ions!' If there were not, what with graft , 'con' , p o l i t i c s , and 

bossdom the country would long since have collapsed!" (SA, 315). We are 

given a picture of the good doctor: he bel ieves that the "really, i n t e l l i g e n t 

man" longs for "production" .(farming)' above a l l . However, the kind 

family that rescues Branden i s never delineated'. I f^is a curious omission, 

beoeuse the incident i s the dramatic climax of the book,' and one would" 
• f ' 

have expected Grove to make more of what i s the real culmination of 

Branden's search. Grove prefers to* work with "literary" characters in 

A Search, characters who already have a prescv&ed value for the reader.- * 

Branden's next s igni f icant encounter'is with a "Jesus" figure, a 

Russian namedAvan who resembles "Titian's paintings of the Lord of 

Christianity" (SA, 370). Like the Mark Twain hermit, Ivan does not speak -
"""""" -. * 

unnecessarily. He advises Branden that the city is "no good," and helps 

Branden to food and shelter. Ivan is also linked with LeVin in Anna 

Karanina, "the man who stands squarely upon the soil .and who, from the 

soil, reaches out with tentative mind into the great mysteries" (SA, '399). 

Ivan acts as Branden's. guide to v w great wheatfieIds of the United States, 
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and takes Branden to a vast gathering of hobos on their way to garner 

the wheat crop. The army of homeless indigents is seen by Branden as 

"a vast confluence of numberless multitudes engaged in a pilgrimage to 

V" 7 
some Mecca" (SA, 386). Branden i s impressed by the'"independence" the ' 

hobos display, and he notes that thej* arernot "suffering" from their 

mode of l i f e . They display an a i r of "general-prosperity"; there i s "no 

want of anything," and the merchants of the town are "waxing rich by the 

purchases of th is vast crowd" (SA, 390). Grove's l i terary eve*distorted 

real i ty in quite surprising' fashion sometimes. These same hobos la ter 

are depicted as "a handful of the drift ing population of God's earth" 

who are "virtually s e l l i n g themselves into slavery" (SA, 421) by gambling 

away their earnings on the Mackenzie farm. But Grove's purpose later 

in the book i s to attack gambling as a "symbol of much that i s horrible 

in modem l i f e " (SA, 421) , so he wi l l ing ly sh i f t s from seer to soc io log i s t . 

This sh i f t in the author's role creates an inconsistency of tone 

in the book. Grove frequently offers us straightforward expression of 

opinion on soc ia l i ssues of the day, which at l eas t has the virtue of 

showing that the author i s thinking about the problems of "modern 

c i v i l i z a t i o n , " and not just reacting emotionally to them as he does when 

he takes on the role of seer . However, some of Grove's social analysis 

i s so i l l thought out that one i s hard put to decide between rhetoric and 

reason. The end of A Search, i s almost entirely given over to undiluted 

exposition of Grove's views of p o l i t i c s and society . Mackenzie functions 

as a sounding-board for Branden, who argues variously for the European, 

the American, or the radical s o c i a l i s t view of a matter. On the issue of 

conservation of natural resources, Branden pushes a "careful policy.^of 
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conservation" and attacks "America's wastefulness." Branden quotes Lincoln's 

Gettysburg Address to Mackenzie, who quotes back Louis XIV: 

"Because" you are wasting the biggest opportunity*any 
c i v i l i z e d nation ever had; because there i s even in you a *•" 
spark of that s p i r i t which found the word Government of the 
people, by the people, for the people." 

"The people!" Mr. Mackenzie s,coffed. "Who are they? I 
am the people." * -

I gasped. "Do you know," I sa id , "that you are not^he 
f i r s t one 4& use words to that ef fect?" 

• (SA, 429) 

To what potent ia l reader could Grove have been addressing th i s anachronistic 

argument about monarchy versus democracy? And what potential reader needs 

Grove's s impl i s t i c ana lys i s ,o f European and American l ega l systems: 
"The whole c i v i l i z a t i o n of Europe i s based on the theory 

of the original s i n . Right i s done only when might enforces 
i t . Even the l i f e 'of the individual i s regulated. But here 
there i s a profound suspicion that in his heart the human animal 
wants to do right and i s good. Take the case of mere honesty. 
The railway-system, the customs, the police-organization of 
Europe—they are a l l b u i l t up on the presumption that everybody, 
unless watched, i s a crook. Here the presumption i s that the t 
average American i s honest." (SA, 431) 

One has the.profound suspicion that Grove had only a superf ic ia l knowledge 

of soc ia l and p o l i t i c a l philosophy. Mackenzie accuses Branden of being 

a "radical," and la ter Branden admits that he i s going to "talk Red" 

to mi l l ionaires l ike Mackenzie and "be the most conservative of the 

conservatives" when he talks to "the men." Grove obviously was not 

to ta l l y ready to be label led a "red," though he has Branden arguing that 

i f he were the owner of such ,a large farm gas Mackenzie's, he would divest 

himself of h i s property: 

"It i s surely better f o r \ h e country""if the same amount of grain, 
or even a smaller amount, i s . produced by a greater number of 
independent farmers, each holding a fraction only of what you 



? 

' 92 

,, hold. T, am not an economist, but I can see that real democracy 
oan be arrived at only in one of two ways, by collective 
ownership or by a limitation of wealth." 

"" (SA, 434) 

Branden argues for the general improvement of working condi t ions ton the 

farm—for example, the provision of proper dormitories for the men ("a • 

w h i t e - t i l e d bunk-house with proper bathing*and w a s h i n g ' f a c i l i t i e s and 

decent" beds") which wduld s e t t l e the l i c e problem. The gambling to 

which Branden objects could be dea l t with by providing a "reading-room, 

and playroom equipped for the proper kind of games." (Grove seems 

embarrassingly naive. ) Year-round employment would anchor p a r t of the 

floating labour supply. 

Other soc ia l i ssues on which Grove has an opinion include old-age «. 

pensions (discussed in connection with Whiskers), the sanc t i ty of 

marriage (discussed in connection with Frank's alimony s t o r y ) , and tne 

motivations for philanthropy (af ter Branden meets K i r s t y ) . The soc ia l 

problem which ge t s the most extended a t t en t ion i s , of course, the immigrant 's 

adjustment to s o c i e t y . Branden/Grove i s c r i t i c a l of government pol icy 

towards the immigrant: a f t e r Branden casual ly decides to move from 

Toronto to New York, he a t tacks the "h i t -o r -miss" manner in which the 

" r u r a l , a l i en" population makes decis ions about where to s e t t l e , lacking 

government guidance in the mat ter . This po in t i s repeated by Dr. Goodwin, 

who exchanges commonplaces on the matter with Branden'after he recovers: 

# "Our pol icy i s a t f a u l t , " he s a id . "We lose s igh t of the 

immigrant. But I suppose i t i s the same a l l over the world." 

" I t i s , and i t i s n ' t , " I r ep l i ed . 

He looked a ques t ion . 
"Who wquld think of going to England, to France, to Sweden 

—anywhere," I argued, "without carefu l ly l a id -ou t plans and 
prearranged connections?" 
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"Yes," he agreed, "there is something in that. We invite 
the immigrant. We tell him, Come and you will find freedom and 
economic independence. And when he follows the call, we turn 
him loose to shift 'for himself." 

( "You even forbid him to make arrangements beforehand. And 
think of the countless thousands who do not even know the 
language of the country." 

«• 
"I know," he said. "I've sometimes thought of that. Unless 

they gather in alien communities, they become a prey to sharp 
practice." 

"And i t i s the one who comes in good fa i th who suffers most," 
I went on. "You match two men for a f ight . One you $trip of 
h i s weapons; the other you leave fu l ly equipped." 

The doctor got up. "Don't rub i t in ," he sa id . 

But I did. "And because they are foreigners, you turn them 
over to, the scoffing derision of thoughtless ignorance. No 
wonder you remain foreign to them. Yet they, too , have made 
part of America." (SA, 331-32) -

A Search for America can only be said to be an "immigrant novel" because 

of didact ic passages such as these . One has only t o compare i t to Connor's 

The Foreigner and Salverson's The Viking Heart to immediately real ize the 

dif ference. Another interest ing comparison i s with Salverson's Confessions. 

^ of an Immigrant's Daughter, which i s f i c t i o n a l autobiography, just what 

Grove claimed A Search was. 

Branden, in his role as a radical soc ia l thinker, moves in uneasy 

harness with Branden the seer and observer of multitudes on the ir way to 

Mecca. Neither Grove the visionary nor Grove the man of a f fa irs i s 

~ to ta l l y sa t i s factory . 

Over Prairie Trails (1922) and The Turn of the Year (1923) are Grove's 

hymns in praise of nature. Nonetheless, the dramatic tension of Over 

Prairie Trails comes from the struggle of the profiagonist with natural forces 

which have the potent ial to destroy him. The appeal of the book l i e s not 
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so such in the descriptive' passages as in the heroic qual i t i e s that t h e ' 

narrator acquires as the weather worsens* and the obstacles to his passage 

increase. Success crowns his e f forts every time despite the skepticism 

of the shadowy representatives of society of whom We are made aware. The # 
s 

. popular failure of The Turn of the Year, which contains natural description-

of the same quality as that in Over Prairie Trails,-may be accounted for * 

on these grounds. The Turn of the Year does not offer the pattern of 

repeated tension arid resolution which makes the earlier book so successful. 

What drives the protagonist on in Over Prairie Trails is his desire 

to reconstruct the family circle, to see his little girl sleeping in her 

"cosy bed," and to see the "young woman," his wife, whom he imagines 

sitting in the dark, "her face glued to ttie window-pane." His family 

provides the motive force for all his endeavours. Like Ivan, the Jesus 

figure from A Search for America who is saving money to buy a farm and 
, — * — — - ^ " — ^ • — — — ^ — ™ " ^ - — " ™ ~ — ™ — 

establ i sh a family on i t , the protagonist of Over Prairie Trails places 

the highest value on the sanctity of marriage. Niels Lindstedt, John 

E l l i o t , and Len Sterner are similarly motivated, though the books in 

which these three characters appear deta i l the deterioration of the ideal 

of the family on the. land. The successful real izat ion of th is ideal i s 

presented in the three vignettes which appear in The Turn of the Year: 

"Love in Spring," "Love in Summer," and "Love in Autumn." "Love in 

Spring" describes the preliminary stages o f l i f e - long married love. A 

farm-boy and a farm-girl appear on the scene coming from opposite directions-

The boy i s driving a five-horse teas drawing a two-bottom plow, and the 

g i r l i s driving a team of two horses pulling a harrow. The boy and g i r l 

eventually meet, embrace, and declare the ir love, while the horses "graze 
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on the ribbon of grass along the plowing." The horses "know not that . 
r ' 

two human dest inies are being decided in the sun-dappled shade of the 

l i t t l e thicket of plums" (TY, 71). In "Love in Summer," th is couple, 

John and Ellen, are to he found on "a small, exceedingly neat and trim 

farmyard in the bush" (TY_, 111). The woman i s cooking and tending a 

baby and two other^children play outside. John appears from the f ie lds 

for dinner driving a heavily laden hayrack. "A great softness" comes 

over Ellen's features, and the l i t t l e boy "is crowing with delight.," 

After dinner, Ellen,gently l i f t s the baby "to give her suck" while John . 

looks on "contentedly." The scene ends in "the evening after the children 

have been put to' bed with the couple making love behind their haystack. 

"Love in Autumn" takes place when'the couple are old. Four of their five 

children are married; the f i f th drowned twenty years ago. Ellen sobs over 

their lost 'chi ld .* "Life and death," says John. The author speaks: 
The.feeling of that companionship which s t i l l endures conquers 
grief . Love tempered by sorrow has Melded two l ives 'into 
one: God's(hammer struck the jo int and made the welding true. 

. Peace enters the soul and resignation into that which was 
His w i l l . 

, By the side of the o ld , white-haired, and hollow-eyed man 
s i t s an old, white-haired, and hollow-eyed woman, crooning 
soft ly some old song. <TY, 216-17) 

If one bears these vignettes in mind, the three-Grove novels'published 

in the twenties, Set t lers of the Marsh, Our Daily Bread, and The Yoke of 

Life , seem far more credible than they do when the books are read in 

i so lat ion . The vignettes represent the ideal which the three male 

protagonists do not.achieve, and the extremity of their behaviour-is / 

consistent with the loss of that ideal . As Grove presents i t , the ideal 

i s bathet ic , and the three novels often descend to bathos as^well^r 

f 
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The pro tagonis t of Over P r a i r i e T r a i l s i s a t odds with the town he 

teaches in ("I d i s l i ked the town, the town d i s l i ked me"), and he t e l l s 

us t h a t "nei ther by temperament nor by profession" has he ever "been given 

" to the accumulation of the wealth of t h i s world" (OPT, 2D). He objects 

to the conspicuous "moneyedness" t ha t i s found in the new west. A "new 

and up- to -da te" house t h a t he\passes on h i s dr ives meets with h i s disapproval 

because of i t s "modern inconveniences." The barn is ' of t h e ' " A g r i c u l t u r a l -

College t ype , " that" i s , " i t may be good, s c i e n t i f i c , and a l l t h a t , but 

i t seems to crush everything e l se around out of ex is tence" fOPT_, 30) . 

(By impl ica t ion , subs is tence farming s u i t s the landscape.) The pro tagonis t 

mentions, in pass ing , a teacher who had a r r ived in the bush in a ca r , and 

l e f t immediately when she understood the circumstances under which she * 

was expected t o t each . Grove observes t h a t unfor tunate ly " i t i s not the 

woman—nor the-man e i t h e r , for t h a t matter—who dr ives around in a c a r , 

t h a t w i l l buckle down and do t h i s n a t i o n ' s work!" (OPT, 3.7). 

~ In a very t e l l i n g passage, the p ro tagon i s t l inks up h i s family-

centredness with t h i s disapproval of modern c i v i l i z a t i o n , making a c l e a r 

cause-and-effect r e l a t i o n s h i p between them, which i s s i g n i f i c a n t . f o r a l l 

of Grove ' s* work: 

Children are among the most e f fec t ive means devised by Nature 
t o delude us i n to l i v i n g on. Modern c i v i l i z a t i o n "has, on the 
whole.deprivedL us of the a b i l i t y for t h e ^ ^ p y m e n t of the 
moments I fc raifses our expecta t ions too ^ ^ ^ S - r e a l i z a t i o n i s 
bound t o f a l l sho r t , no mat ter what we d^Brwe l ive in an 
a r t i f i c i a l atmosphere. So we submerge ^ V s e l v e s in bus ines s , 
p rofess ion , or s u p e r f i c i a l amusement.^we l ive for something— 
do not merely l i v e . .The wage-slave l i v e s for the evening ' s 

. l i b e r t y , the business man for h i s weal th , the preacher for h i s 
church. I used t o l i ve for my school . Then a moment l ike the 
one I was l i v i n g through a r r i v e s . [His c h i l d ' s i l l n e s s . ] 
Nature s t r i p s down our pre tences with a r e l e n t l e s s finger,- and 
we s tand , bare of d i s g u i s e s , as he lp l e s s f a i l u r e s . We have l o s t 
the c h i l d l i k e power of l i v ing without conscious aims. Sometimes, 
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when the aims have faded already in the gathering dusk, we s t i l l 
go on by the momentum acquired. Inertia carries us over the 
dead points—till—a cog breaks somewhere, and our whole 
machinery of l i f e comes to with a jar . If no such awakening 
supervenes, since we never l i ve in the present, we are always 
looking forward to what never comes; and so l i f e s l i p s by, 
unlived. 

If my child was taken from me, i t meant that my future was 
made meaningless. I f e l t that I might just as well l i e down 
and die . (OPT, 190-91) 

In- th i s passage, the protagonist numbers himself among those who l ive by 

the standards ef modern c i v i l i z a t i o n , and who therefore require their 

children to assure them of the ir own worth. The worth of the family i s 
•» 

not linked up with the t i l l i n g of the s o i l . The family, in fac t , i s seen 

as indispensable to the survival of the "machinery of l i f e " — i t supports 

an otherwise barren exis tence . Modern c i v i l i z a t i o n , rather than 

del iberately destroying the family, supports i t for the sake of i t s own 

survival , whether Grove sees the t i l l i n g ' o f the s o i l as "living without 

conscious aims" he does not say, but 'this i s implied by his other work. 

When farming takes on the "ar t i f i c ia l atmosphere" of the "Agricultural-

College" barn, i t has become a conscious aim, as i t i s in Fruits of the 

Earth. 

The protagonist of The Turn of the Year has as a host one night a 

farmer who has only three acres broken. The man has placed himself 

outside the money economy by growing only enough food and keeping only 

enough animals to feed himself and h is family. He s e l l s a l i t t l e butter , 

eggs, and f ish to get the l i t t l e cash he needs. The protagonist comments 

that the man did not have a "laborious l i f e " : "If th is was primitive, i t 

seemed refreshingly dignified to me. The man was neither dependent nor 

he lp les s : he never worried; Nature and God were his only two concerns" 
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(TY, 140). A more elaborately drawn example of the same sort of character 

i s the "Sower" in The Turn of the Year. The sower i s a former Icelandic 

sa i l or who has taken up homesteading in the west.* In order to supplement 
m 

their income, h i s wife works in the c i ty in the winter. She begins to 

l ike c i ty l i f e , "the company she found and the shallow ease of l i f e " (TY, 

59) . She hates the "slavery" of the farm and becomes estranged from her 

husband. Eventually, she leaves with the three children. Why does the 

sower continue seeding and reaping despite the departure of his family? 

Grove offers a c lear , unhesitant explanation: 

So long as the land was not cleared, i t was God's and supported 
that l i f e which He had planted there, .when man came and cleared 
i t , ha drove the wild l i f e out to support man's l i f e with what 
i t could produce. To clear the land and leave i t un t i l l ed , 
would be s i n . And the children, even though they may be, as 
i t i s c a l l e d , making the ir l i v i n g , yet need bread; and so they 
may not take that bread from others who need i t and for whom 
there i s no one to grow i t , he must s t i l l grow i t for them that 
the ir l i f e remain free of s in . This country i s the granary of 
a world. To put i t to that use for which i t was meant i s 
serving God; not to do so i s defying God. (TY, 64) 

The sower i s presented as barely ar t i cu la te , and i t i s the protagonist who 

must interpret the sower's unconscious aims. In th i s respect the sower 

i s s imilar to the'dumb Mark Twain figure in A Search for America whose 

existence must be interpreted for us by Branden. * 

The protagonist of The Turn of the Yeax encounters yet another 

s i l e n t man with whom he es tabl i shes an instant sympathy. Though they 

never exchange a word, they work side by side pitching hay in complete 

communion. The man i s of Slavonic origin and stronger and more e f f i c i e n t 

than the protagonist . The scene i s a duplicate of one in A Search for 

America in which Ivan, the Christ - l ike and powerful Russian, pitches hay 

with Branden. The mysterious man on the road becomes to the protagonist 
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the man who "from his s o i l reaches out with tentative mind, and with a 

great seriousness—far beyond that of a mere thinker or sc i ent i s t— 
I 

gropes his sure and unmistaken way into the great , primeval mysteries 

which are the same to-day as at the dawn of history" (TY_, 211) . In 

nearly the same words, Grove closes the "Nationhood" essay a few years 

l a t er . 

Grove's position on the virtues of nature is so extreme that, 

towards the close of The Turn of the Year, he introduces to the countryside 

some "interlopers from the city: poor, depressed, and almost lachrymose 

victims of our cavernous modern civilization" (TY, 221). The city-dwellers 

are disappointed at the rain, and this gives the protagonist the 

opportunity to self-righteously remark that were he a dweller "in the 

caverns of the city," he would "rejoice" to find nature at her busiest 

work when he goes out to visit her. This incident is reported entirely 

without humour. Though Grove objects in the essay "Nationhood" to the 

misuse of the word civilization', he often misuses it himself as a synonym 

for cities. Modern is used as if it meant depraved. The phrase modern 

civilization thus becomes an expletive, 

Settlers of the Marsh (1925) , Our Daily Bread (1928), and The 

Yoke of Life (1930) , the three novels which Grove published before the 

tecade closed, are "thesis'1 novels designed to illustrate in fictional orm many of the ideas laid out in "Nationhood," A Search for America, 

and the two short "nature" books. All three books deal with pioneering 

in the west, and all explore the relationship between the dream of domestic 

bliss and the land. Niels Lindstedt achieves the dream, though artistically 

I 
he should not; John Elliot has apparently experienced it in a past that 
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occurs before the action of the book—what we are given i s the* deterioration 

of the dream,- and Len Sterner f a i l s to achieve i t , thoughr i t i s within 

reach, because he cannot compromise i t in any de ta i l . Of the three men, 

Lels i s the only immigrant, and to some extent the\ realization of his 

dream i s the result of a search for and a finding of America. Sterner, 

who i s presented as a "genius," wavers between the land and the l i f e of 

the i n t e l l e c t , and Grove seems to be suggesting that education interferes 

with the establishment of a relationship with nature. The characters are 

never fleshed out enough to be memorable in their own right—too frequently 

they stand only for ideas and prejudices that Grove has, and thus they 

f a i l to develop a l i f e of their own. John E l l i o t , for example, who should 

have grandeux and dignity, degenerates into petulance and bombast because 

Grove puts pompous expositions of h i s ideas about modern c i v i l i z a t i o n 

into the character's mouth. A l e s s r igid adherence to preconceived ideas 

might have given the characters and p l o t s greater coherence and consistency 

of tone. 

Set t lers of the Marsh i s the best of the three novels. Niels i s 

a Swede whose mother was a scrubwoman in the homes of the wealthy. He 

recal l s standing outside one of the mansions where she worked,.not daring 

to touch the shining brass knocker on the door. As a child he was 

rstated by "fierce and impotent hatreds," and developed a "dream to 

rate to a country where such things could not be" (SM, 50) . By some 

"trick in his ancestry" he longs for land, a house of h i s own, and "a 

wife that would go through i t l ike an inspiration" (SM, 51). It seems to 

Niels that everybody's fate i s fixed in Sweden because there he must 

overcome not only his own poverty "but that of a l l his ancestors." In 


