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GBSTRACT 

Beverley Broomhall, Department of English 

This thesis examines the impact of geography on Ethel Wilson's 

fiction. Wilson's respect and affection for the varied and 

hitherto unspoiled physical e n ~ i ~ o n m e n t  of British Calumbia 

determine the 5etting5, chat-actet-s, and the predominant 

themes and style of her works. Chapter One, concerning The 

Innocent Traveller, examines the Victorian influences shaping 

the authot- and traces the transition in het- writing from Uld 

to New World geoqraphy. The power of the natural environment 

to shape and t-ef lect character is further explored in Chapter 

Two in a study o f  Hetty Borval and the "genius of place." 

Chapter Three shows how M i  lson use5 the natural surroundings 

in The Equations of Love in ironic counterpoint to the blind, 

self-absorbed activities of the characters. in contrast, ,, 

/ Chapter Four reveals Wilson's self-conscious protagonist in \ 

I Swamp Anqel using nature, British Columbia's rivers, lakes;/ 

\, 
' and mountains, as a guide in her quest for self-discovery, 

Chapter Five, concerning Love and Salt Water, shows how 

Wilson also uses the sea in a pt-otagonist's quest to surmount 

feat- and loneliness. Chapter Six, a study of Wilson's short 

stories, summarizes her use of natural imagery to create and 

sustain mood, to depict character- and conflict, and to achieve 

phi losophical resolve. 
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Introduction 

In Love and Salt Water, Ethel Wilson writes that "The 

fot-midible power of geography determines the character and 

performance of a people." ' Ethel Wilson's respect and 

affection for the natural world of her adopted province 

of British Columbia determine not only the settings, 

character-s, and recurring themes, but also the style of het- 

fiction. With vivid imagery, she evokes the vast forests, 

the stark sage-covered hillsides, the isolating mountains 

and inlets of British Columbia and celebrates the 

determination, self-reliance and resourcefulness fostered by 

such an environment. Her chat-actet-s at-e viewed always in 

conjunction with the natural world. Ubjects and events in 

that world presage, pat-allel, or reinforce happeninys in the 

human sphere. Images of animals, rivers, and fish abound. 

In assessing influences on her writing, Ethel Wilson has 

publicly admitted, "EMyl Locale in a sustained piece of 

writing.. .has to be British Columbia. There at-e other 

places in the world that I know and love, but none that I 

know and feel, and love in the same way. But I did not 

choose it. It chose. It is very strong." 

This thesis attempts to explore the impact of the 

powerful physical environment and the pioneering social 

environment of British Columbia on the imagery, the 

philosophical fr-amework, the very style of Ethel Wllson's 



writings. ln Chapter One, a brief analysis of her- 

autobiographical novel, The Innocent fraveIley, serves to 

illuminate the Victorian influences shaping the author. 

Knowing her heritage allok~s one to appreciate the inscribing 

effect of nature and geography on Wilsan's thinking. The 

increase in her use of natural imagery in The Innocent 

Traveller becomes even more marked in subsequent novels, 

though still conveyed in an ordered, lyrical Old Wut-ld 

style, 

The "genius of place" that holds in thrall many of 

Ethel Wilson's characters is explored in Chapter Twa, 

through an analysis of Hettv Dot-val. This, the second 

written but the first published of Wilson's novels, 

in tt-oduces another theme common throughout her- works: "No 

man is an ilande." When communicatian with others is 

suspended either- by chance or misunderstanding or design, 

Wilson's characters employ numerous strategies to mask the 

realization of their loneliness. Irresponsible 

individuality such as that exhibited by Hetty Dorval and 

young Frankie Eurnaby leads to tragic consequences. 

hgainst the rugged backdrop of the British Columbian 

landscape or within the impersonal setting of modern urban 

Vancouver, individuals tend to be isolated--geographically, 

culturally, socially, emotionally. Both novellas that form 

The Equations of Love, studied in Chapter Three, poignantly 

acknowledge this isolation. The protagonists are too often 
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preoccupied with their own preservation to develop any 

sensitivity to their natur-al surroundings. In "Tuesday and 

Wednesday," few besides the omniscient nar-rator see beyond 

the dreary East End str-eets of Vancouver to find refreshment 

in the beauties of the harbour-, beaches, and mountains, so 

accessible to all who would see. The world of nature 

explotTed in Chapter Three is a world of chance, of 

continuous change. only the fit survive. Ethel Wilson 

stresses that to achieve any measure of  satisfaction or- 

happiness in life, one must' confront apathy, feat-, or 

selfishness, and participate in "human relations 

which compose the complicated fabric of living." She 

expresses a firm belief in the value of family tradition and 

the necessity of a caring, responsible commitment to family 

and community. Equally vital to combatting isolation and 

adversity is the appreciation that in nature there exists an 

"incorporeal presence ... something that transcends life and 
is its complement." ri In nature, Ethel Wilson seeks and 

finds a divinity expressed in all living things. 

Many of Wilson's strong female characters sense the 

need to embark on a literal and metaphysical journey. 

Chap tet- Four examines Magqie Vardoe 's quest in Swamp Anqel 

to seek a physical and social environment that affords her a 

measure of happiness and fulfillment. Waters and rivers of 

British Columbia figure prominently in quests for self- 

knowledge, encour-aging individuals to explore sut-f aces for 



what they conceal--not only the surfaces of the water for 

hidden challenges and dangers, but the surface of their 

Lives for unrecognized aspirations and undeveloped potential. 

A character's per-cept ion of his surroundings of ten reveals 

his personality or emotional state, Animals often reflect 

intel lectual or emotional experiences. The cycl ical movement 

of nature comforts and renews, giving an individual such as 

Haggie the contentment and strength that spur her- to help 

others. Each of Wilson's characters must accept the 

realization that one is ultimately alone, and must use one's 

own power, like a swimmer, to manoeuver around obstacles. 

At the same time one must be attuned to the needs o f  society, 

for "we are all in it together." Just a5 Maggie cames to 

recognize that she can re1 inquish the substance and retain 

the essence of the Swamp Angel, so Ethel Wilson affirms that 

the essence of a well-loved place such as Three Laon Lake 

remains with a pet-son forever. 

Chapter Five examines Row Ethel Wilson distills the 

essence of yet another important geographical feature of 

British Columbia--the sea. Us suggested by the title o f  

Wilson's fifth novel, Love and Salt Water, lave and 

compassion at-e vital in ameliorating the isolation and the 

dangers of "the unplumbed, salt estranging sea." Unly G y  

encountering and facing the feat-s of life and its pa5siny 

can an individual avoid the "desert" of loneliness and 

appreciate the glot-y of existence. 



A study of Ethel Wilsun's shot-t storlies, in Chapter 

Six, serves as a final overview ot the author s themes and 

techniques. In its analyses of Mrs. Golishtly and other 

stories, this paper will summarize Wilson's use of natut%al 

imagery to depict character, to establish and sustain the 

moud of a story, and to emphasize forces affecting life 

itself. Appropriately, the epiyt-aph of this collection of 

shot-t stovies states, "Life is a difficult country.. .and my 

home. " Her stories affirm that, by human sympathy and 

communication, by an appreciation of the divine in fot-ma1 

r-eligian or in nature, the hat-dships and the darkness of 

life may be temper-ed. 

In such a young province as Br-itish Columbia, Ethel 

Wilsan understandably seeks to establish a cultural 

tradition, to dedinr a social climate, to make her beloved 

pr-avince real. Wilson makes Vancouver real, in its early 
k 

days of wooden sidewalks, in the dt-eat-y wet streets of i t s  

East End, in its 5pectacular- views of False C r e e k  and of 

the seabirds, the hat-bout and the Not-th Shore Mountains. 

She evokes the shores and islands o f  the pr-ovince, exults 

in the life embodied by its salt water?. She paints 

on the huge canvas of the Uppet- Country, bt-inying to life 

its stat-I..: hillsides, its powerfully surging rivet-s. F'ot- 

and objects only become t-eal, not by met-e physical 

existence, but by existing in the imagination. 



T h i s  p a p e r  w i l l  a t t e m p t  t o  show t h a t  ta d e p i c t  

c h a t - a c t e r ,  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a n d  s u s t a i n  t h e  mood a t  a s t o t y y ,  

t o  e m p h a s i z e  fot-ces a f f e c t i n g  l i f e  i t s e l f ,  E t h e l  W i l s o n  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  d r a w s  upon t h e  n a t u r a l  imaget-y which  

f o r m s  s u c h  a n  i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  B r i t i s h  Columbia .  The 

e n r i c h i n g  s t i m u l u s  e x e r t e d  b y  h e r  n a t u r a l  s u r r o u n d i n g s  is 

c a p t u r e d  f o r e v e r  i n  h e r  w r i t i n g s ,  as s h e  g u i d e s  u s  i n  a 

s e a r c h  f o r  t h e  e s s e n c e  o f  l i f e .  



CHAPTER I 

The Innocent Travel ler and 

"The Formidible Power of Geography" 

Ethel Wilson develops the characters of her fiction by 

portraying them a s  an integral part of their natural 

surroundings. The essence of "place" colours all 

interpersonal relations, reflects and determines all emotions. 

Just haw strong is Wilson's belief that "the formidible 

power of geography determines the character and performance 

of a people" * can be best examined in the second of her 

works to be published, The Innocent Traveller. This novel 

is most unusual in Western Canadian literature in that half ' 

of it is set in the Old World, half in the New. The story 

describes ways in which a family, having lived in the small 

British manufacturing town of Ware and having been strongly,. 

inculcated with Victorian precepts, responds to beauty, 

isolation, and a pioneering society in the vast natural 

setting of the New World. Wilson's delightful 

reminiscences of cultural events and country gardens in 

England, when juxtaposed with her powerful descriptians of 

the expanding settlements and natural landscapes of Canada, 

permit her to demonstrate the differing balances between 

cultural and geographic influences experienced in each world. 

The Innocent Traveller is thus an excellent vehicle to trace 
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the transition between Old World and New. Likewise, it is an 

appropriate starting point for this paper in its attempt to 

examine the impact of geography on a people and a culture, 

and the influence it exerts on the writing style of the 

author. 

Furthermore, The Innocent Traveller- is autobiographical, 

and thus is most valuable in illuminating the Victorian 

influences shaping the ideas and style of the author-. She 

was born Ethel Bryant, the daughter of English Methodist 

missionaries in South Africa. When her mother died, Wilson 

was only eighteen months old. Seven years later, after het- 

father died, she was sent to live with her aunt, grandmother, 

and great-aunt, members of the Edge and Halkin families who 

had earlier emigrated to Vancouver. Except for the four 

years during which she attended a rigorous high school in 

England, Wilson chose to remain in her adopted and much 

loved province of British Columbia. Knowing her heritage 

allows one to appreciate the inscribing effect of nature and 

geography upon Wilson's thinking, and by extension, upon her 

writing. 

Perhaps being orphaned in childhood made it all the mare 

'V' 
necessary for Wilson to fix herself within the context of a 

family. There is evidence that as eat-ly as 1930, she had 

written an outline for a work that would define and 

immortalize her family. " The dramatis p e r s o n a e  of  this 
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work are four generations of Wilson's maternal family. Her 

gt%eat-grandparents, Joseph and Elisa Edge, have become 

Father- and Mother Edgeworth in the novel, and their large 

family can all be identified despite their pseudonyms. Just 

as their fictional counterparts, Grandmother- Annie, Topaz, 

and Rachel, bravely seek a new life in a new continent, so 

did Wilson's t-elatives--Ann Elizabeth Edge vialkin, Efiza 

Phillips Edge, and Mary Isabella Malkin. Just as 

Grandmother and Rachel Hasting5 offer to raise Hose, the 

narrator of The Innocent Traveller, so also the three women 

of the Malkin family welcomed into their household Ethel 

Bryant, the future author of the novel. Fiction serves but 

a thinly disguised reality. 

The Innocent Traveller affirms the value of family 

tradition of protecting and supporting family members 

regardless of age or pet-sonality. Indeed, it is a whimsical 

account o f  an ebullient lady who, during her life span of 

over a hundred years, owes her exuberent and carefree 

existence to just such family indulgence and protection. 

Conversely, the novel demonstrates that a caring, respansible 

commitment to family and community is all the more necessary 

in a land where tradition has not been long established. 

Ethel Wilson claimed that her writing was motivated by 

\ 4 

the lack of a cultural base in our young, rapidly gt-owing 

province: "I found it imperative to write. In my childhood 

we had stood, in Vancouver, on a sort of subsoil of a 
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culture which, a s  the forests came down, had been vaguely 

prepared by out- forebears in the haste of building and 

earning." = 

Ethel Wilson is always aware of the inexorable change 

effected as "time slides into time":4 "No one could stop the 

changes that came, not even if they had used a slogan to 

keep people away" (IJ:126). She  wrote The Innocent Traveller 

a s  a "family chronicle" because s h e  "wanted to m a k e  a record 

of a typical British family that settled B . C . ,  to preserve a 

sense of Vancouver, as it was, for future generations." 

T o  her, "the history of families like the Hastings family is 

to some extent the history of the city of Vancouver" (=:158). 

When Yow, t h ~  Hastings' cook, boasts about his noble Chinese 

lrneage and extensive famiiy, Tapaz "In this new 

country, it is very important that we should not lose track 

of family history. Traditions tend to die" (IT: 168). 

Wi lsan 's bel iefs para1 lel those of another British 

Columbian author, Sheila Watson, who states that "art must 

establish a cultural past t o  act a s  a collective experience 

to sustain the future of a nation." " They are in 

concurpence about "how if Cpeoplel have n o  art, how it they 

have no tradition, how if they have n o  ritual, they are 

driven in one of two ways, either towards violence o r  , 

insensitivity." Only through using one's own past 

experiences and knowledge a s  a comparison o r  metaphor can J 

one comprehend the world. A knowledge of personal or family 



history, of national and origin is invaluable in 

enabling individuals to "locate and to understand themselves 

and others." ' Ethel Wilson's fiction reflects het- 

conviction that "the memories we chaose to remember- (and 

those we choose to forget, as well) give our lives their 

characteristic shape, and collectively they give our- culture " W  

its characteristic shape, " The "othet-world1 iness and 

selflessness" of Grandmothet- (IJ: 175>, the f i 1 ial 

responsibility of Rachel -- both are qualities that lend 

meaning to life, that assuage the underlying sorrow of 

humanity. "For Ethel Wilson, choosing your memories properly 

is a moral responsibility. For herself as an author, 

recounting the past of Ewitish Columbia is a part of her own 

duty to r e m e m b e r  responsibility." 

In The Innocent Traveller-, Rose learns of 

responsibility, of involvement in humankind, by viewing 

herself as part of the continuum of the Edgeworth family. 

She maintains the opal transmission of family practices and 

standards. The E d ~ e w o ~ t h s '  close identification with family 

exemplifies how "family resemblances are ... a major means 
of extending the ontological realm of the personal; how they 

enable us to establish a personal prerogative fop 

understanding change within the schematic and objective 

world of other things." * +  Indeed, membership in the family 

determines one's very being: 

So strong was the woven fabric of theit- large domestic 
life that the Edgeworth family were first of all members 



one of another, and next, each became aware of his own 
individuality. They were sons, daughters, sisters, and 
brothers before they were people. They rapidly became 
cousins, nieces, and nephews. Also uncles and aunts. 
Quickly one child, slowly another, apprehended its own 
condition a s  a person (IJ:15). 

Though aggravatingly self-centered and irresponsible 

towards others, Topaz is still defined in family terms: 

"Topaz had already become Aunt Topaz, and was now on her way 
.- 

to being Great-Aunt Topaz, without noticing at all" (=:72j. 

Even at her death, Topaz reveals how powerful is her 

perception of her position in the family: 

For speaking clearly, the words she said a s  s h e  died 
were, "Me, the youngest!" and although the last of her 
generation had twenty years ago departed, her life was 
still tied to the powerful and assembled family which 
had slipped one by one with acceptance o r  amazement 
through the strangely moving curtain of Time into 
another place (IT: 16). 

Unlike Rachel, who maintains "a small, warm, and well - 

conducted world" for her mother, aunt, and niece "for no 

reward other than the fulfillment of her own fierce integrity 

and sense of order, and the confidence and placid affections 

of her family" (IJ:161), Topaz develops little responsibility 

towards herself o r  others. If family life becomes too 

encompassing, too protective, one can become unaware even of 

personal solitude or uniqueness. S o  sheltered is Topaz by 

her family that she always is the object of responsibility, 

and none is required of her in return. Consequently, she is 

"qu4te unaware of the realities of the people whom she 

Cmeetsl day by day" (=:104). Having always been exempted 

from making decisions, Topaz allows her responsibility for 
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choosing a church carpet to reduce her to an anguished, 

self-pitying "moan." 

f+lthough waters and rivers figure prominently in the 

quests for self-knowledge often chronicled in the literature 

of our province, it is ironic that Topaz travels instead on 

a "comfortable and well-conditioned" canal ( = : 6 9 ) .  

Artificially constructed and capably administered by her 

family, the canal demands n o  decisions, affords few 

~bstacles. Her passage through Time smoothed by others, 

Topaz finds no need to mature. She remains throughout her 

life still very much an indulged and impulsive child. When 

her stepmother dies, Topaz is "still in her light-hearted 

minority at forty-five" (=:7l). Mrs. Grimwade is astute in 

her observations: "If she needs a mother at her age, she' 11 

still be needing one when she's ninety" !=:78). 

Despite her whimsical treatment of Topaz, Ethel Wilson 

quietly denounces her lack of responsibility to herself o r  

others, Topaz is as a "water-glider" on a pool, seldom 

encountering, and knowing nothing of, the "acute sorrow o r  

acute joy o r  dull despair" experienced by those who swim the 

"dreadful deeps" o f  "circumstance and human relations" 

(IT:lO3). For her, "the joy of living . . . was seldom 
checked by people, things, o r  events" (IT:103). 

Topaz, with her unconventional and enthusiastic 

response to life is "the innocent traveller.'' Even at the 

age of three, when she is first introduced, Topaz is 



delightfully irrepressible, irreverently disclosing the 

secret of the family's new toilet to a distinguished dlnner 

guest. Always "anxious to be noticed" (=:2), "tne small 

and irascible Topaz was an individual from the time she 

uttered her first sentence . . . until that day nearly a 
century later when, still speaking clearly, she died" 

: 1 .  Her perception of their shoes as she crawls under 

the dining table serves to introduce the many members of the 

Edgeworth family. Her numerous anecdotes, relayed many 

years later by her great-nlece, Rose, provide a lively 

social commentary on the differences between life in the 

small town of Ware in mid-nineteenth century Staffordshire, 

and life in the equally small frontier town of Vancouver in 

mid-twentieth century British Columbia. 

The formation and regulation of a c o m m u n i t y  require ," 

customs, manners, and ritual, To Canada, Grandmother brings 

her "powerful spiritual awareness" (=:102); Rachel, "her 

fierce sense of duty, her integrxty, and a great deal of 

commmon sense" { = : 1 0 3 i ;  and Topaz, her loyalties to 

Gladstone, the Royal Family, and her father. This 

incalculable "baggage not immediately visible which they 

Cbringl with them" (n: 102) springs from the Victor-ian 
propriety and Wesleyan faith so strongly inculcated into 

their family life by Grandfather Edgeworth. 

The Victorian household was run with strictest 



propr iety.  Holes o f  male amd female, e lder and youth were 

fixed. Respons ib i l i t ies  and entertainment a l i k e  w e r e  

incorporated i n t o  an ordered, p r e d i c t i b l e  pat tern  o f  l i v i ng .  

The busy and spreading family, p o l i t i c a l ,  and Chapel l i f e  

"went on continuously and ... composed the background o f  the 

Book meetings o f  the winter  months, o f  Topaz's annual v i s i t s  

to o l d  Mrs. Grimwade i n  London, o f  a short v i s i t  annually t o  

the seaside.. ,and o f  an occasional journey t o  the cont inent 

o f  Europe" (IJ:61). Time flowed on imperceptibly but  

inexorably as new generations "s l ipped one by one wi th  

acceptance o r  amazement through the strangely moving cu r ta in  

o f  Time i n t o  another p l a c e " ( ~ : 1 6 ) .  

I t  seems appropriate tha t  jus t  when the three Edgewot-th 

women are about t o  s a i l  i n t o  view o f  the cont inent that  i s  

destined tc be their n e w  home, they are ytmeeted by the 

Northern Lights, "ant ics  of  the unexplained and ungovernable 

heavens" (n:47). They have l e f t  behind them the "happiness 

of f am i l i a r  loves, dear places, and ordered days" (=:91). 

Relinquished i s  the land i n  which metaphors are urban and , 

i ndus t r i a l ,  i n  which na tu ra l  images are pastoral  and 

domesticated. I n  the opening chapters of  The Innocent 

Travel ler ,  Ethel  Wilson has recreated the V ic tor ian 

s e n s i b i l i t y  by h igh l i gh t i ng  images regarding p ropr ie ty  o f  

dress, dut ies  t o  household and community, l o y a l t i e s  t o  

country and God. Natuval images are few and innocuous-- 



" l o f t y  and so o f t en  clouded Engl ish  skies;" "vague sweet 

songs o f  b i r d s "  (IJ:73). I n  England, geographrcal and 

na tu ra l  images may provide romantic analogies f o r  

conversation o r  1 i te ra tu re .  I n  Canada, geography d i c ta tes  , 

where one l i ves ,  how one survives. 

The values, b e l i e f s  and hab i t s  o f  the emigrating 

Edgeworths, bearing the impr in t  o f  t h e i r  past enviranrnent , ,  

and upbringing, permit  them t o  g i ve  l i t t l e  no t i ce  o r  

s ign i f i cance  t o  the "wayward phenomena o f  b i rds ,  wind, 

stars.. . Corl strange plaguing5 o f  beauty" {IT: 73). Topaz 

b l i t h e l y  greets the Northern L i g h t s  as "a por ten t !  A welcome 

indeed ! " (IT: 98), and Grandmother f e e l s  "she has had a 

fo re tas te  o f  Heaven and H e l l "  (IJ:99). They l i t t l e  r e a l i z e  

tha t  they have been transplanted from a p lace where 

existence i s  very ordered t o  one where hidden meaning lies 

beneath sut-faces, dichotomies abound, and l i f e  and t r u t h  

must be constructed anew. Topaz and Grandmother show l i t t l e  
1 

comprehension o f  Nature's proclamation: 

"I am independent o f  you, uncontro l led by you, 
i nd i f f e ren t  t o  you, and you know nothing a t  a l l  about 
Me" C=:99). 

Only those previously exposed t o  the power and i n d i f  ference 

o f  nature, l i k e  Hose, the na r ra to r  o f  The Innocent Trave l le r ,  

o r  Ethe l  Wilson, the author, can f u l l y  appreciate i t s  th reat  ' 

o r  promise. 

Even when confronted by the vastness and b r i l l i a n c e  of 



the autumnal Canadian forests, the B r i t i s h  emigrants do "not 

recognize i t  as great beauty because they had always 

acquiesced i n  what they saw, not  d is t ingu ish ing beauty 

unless i t  presented i t s e l f  i n  fami l ia r ,  obvious, and 

inescapable forms" (=:107). Rachel responds t o  the 

freedom and space o f  the new country, and fee ls  soothed by 

the s tark  beauty o f  the jack pines: 

Although Rachel would always be prone t o  anxiety, she 
had f o r  ever, now, a fundamental peace -- because she 
was where she l i k e d  t o  be. She was i n  essence as much a 
Canadian as those who had trodden Canada's wooded shores 
two hundred years before, o r  t h e i r  descendents (IT: 113). 

L ike  other B r i t i s h  Columbian authors such as Roderick 

Haig-Brown, Malcolm Lowry, and Jack Hodgins, Ethel  Wilson 

departs from the "surv iva l "  theme o f  many Canadian authors. 

i2 She emphasizes the contentment and succe-zis o f  immigrants, 
v 

not t h e i r  confinement and defeat. A s  Rachel gazes t h r ~ u g h  

the t r a i n  window on her westward journey, " the worry and 

the f r e t  dropped away from her, and she f e l t  a new 

l ightness o f  heart  and a release" (IJ:112). I n  t h e i r  newly 

adopted province, nature i s  harmonious, not  hos t i le .  Indeed, 

nature is of ten  the v i c t im  o f  man ra ther  than the reverse: 

"Down came the forests. Chop. Chop. Chop" (=:124). I n  

her desire t o  possess the land which a f fords such freedom, 

Rachel exclaims, "I wish I ' d  come here two generations ago" 

{ H : l 1 3 ) .  

Fortunate are ind iv idua ls  such as Rachel or Rose, who 

can f i n d  "momentary r e f  t-eshment" i n  a "t imeless impersonal 



world" (IT: 2581, who can experience "the comfort of the 

sunset or the bird on the wing" (IJ:259). In The Innocent 

Traveller, as in all of Ethel Wilson's works, objects and 

events in this "timeless impersonal world" presage, papallel, 

or reinforce happenings in the human sphere. But although 

she exults in the encompassing natural environment, Wilson 

suggests that isolation can be ameliorated only by u" 

~a~ticipating responsibly in "the human relations which 

compose the complicated fabric of living." i3 

Rachel's inner to natural beauty stimulates, 

her involvement with others. But the more intensely she 

feels, the less she is able to express her feelings. "There 

was within Rachel a viygin well into which beauty silently 

seeped ... She did not have to transmute this beauty into 
conversation" (IT: 166). The inner contentment generated by 

her experiences, however, is translated into kindnesses and 

obligations cheerfully fulfilled for those so dependent upon 

her-. 

Grandmother, apprec iat ing landscapes more reminiscent 

of her homeland, relates instead to the "human toil and 

planning and thrift which [gave Ontario farms3 their 

prosperous dignity" (IJ: 110). Tiring of exclaiming over 

the "transformed autumnal Canadian forests, " she chooses 

instead to read Ranke's History of the Popes (=:1O6). 

When the great peaks of the Rockies advance upon them, the 

travellers, newly from the Old World, can not fully 



appreciate t h i s  w i l d  extravagance of nature: 

"I think, love, that  they are ra ther  too b i g !  1 could 
appreciate the mountains better- i f  we had come upon 
them before we'd seen a l l  the other bignesses. I th ink  
tha t  my appet i te  f o r  b i g  th ings i s  gone," sa id  the 
Grandmother. 

Able t o  respond only i n  f a m i l i a r  ways, the Grandmother 

character izes the enormity and profusion o f  the mountains 

i n  pastora l  and r e l i g i o u s  terms: "The mountains sk ip  l i k e  

rams," "The Lord doeth wonderful th ings" (u :120) .  

A1 though Grandmother acknowledges tha t  they w i  11 "have 

t o  t r y  and learn new ways" (IT: IOI), she saon recognizes 
- 

tha t  she i s  " ra ther  o l d  . . . t o  be able t o  ass imi la te  gpeat 

change" (=:111). Indeed, when she reaches the young town o f  

Vancouver, Grandmother re ta ins  the t r a d i t i o n  o f  da i  1 y prayet- 

sessions and o f  fit Home days i n  her  drawing room every f i t -s t  

and t h i r d  Tuesday. "The t i e s  which bound them t o  t h e i r  o l d  

home held steady" (IT:lY?l. 

S ign i  f  i cant  l y ,  Topaz, who never sees beyond her secure, 

closed world, t-equires l i t t l e  consolat ion from the na tu ra l  

world t o  make l i f e  suppot-table. Although many o f  Ethel  

Wilson ' 5  female characters embark upon a 1 i t e r a l  and 

metaphysical journey, examine t h e i r  1 ives, and begin 1 i f e  

anew, Topaz i s  not  one of them. Having l e f t  behind the 

crowds and r e s t r i c t i o n s  o f  V ic to r ian  England, she i s  less  

imp;-essed by the vast landscape than by the f reedam t h i s  

f r o n t i e r  land al lows from r e s t r i c t i v e  convention. I t  is 

Topaz's impulsive decis ion t o  go "camping" tha t  al lows Ethe l  
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Wilson t o  explope more f u l l y  one o f  the ch ie f  themes o f  the 

novel--the response o f  the characters t o  a new world, the 

c o n f l i c t  that  ar ises between the strength o f  cu l t u re  and the 

impact o f  place. 

For " lad ies who had never seen snakes before, except i n  

a zoo" (KJ:182), who confuse a garter snake wi th  a venomous 

serpent, ventur ing out onto the summer cottage veranda to  

sleep the n igh t  i s  a bold undertaking. Thus i n  that  ve ry  

humourous chapter, "The Innumerable Laughter, " Topaz bo ls te rs  

her resolve t 5  face the wilderness by taking w i th  her many 

fam i l i a r  accoutrements of c iv i l i za t ion- -hev  walking s t i ck ,  

umbrella and parasol, some b i s c u i t s  and a b i t  o f  chocolate, 

her q u i l t ,  Grandfather's shawl and her ha t !  However, these 

props do nothing t o  ameliorate the s t ress o f  her f i r s t  

cantact w i th  pr imal  nature, and " the dark cosmic and 

~ l a n e t a ; ~  s i lence outside the cabin rea l l y  disturbed and 

deprived Aunty a good deal" (IT: 188). Unused t o  the 

proximi ty o f  deer, owls, and forest ,  Topaz i s  dr iven t o  

r e f l e c t ,  "This is ,  when a11 i s  sa id  and done, a very w i l d  

country, and only newly inhabited. Truly the New World" 

(IT: 190). Appropriately, she conjures up memories o f  the 

Engl ish beard, that  symbol o f  au tho r i t y  and securi ty from 

her past, t o  attempt t o  d ispe l  her fear o f  the "unknown and 

elemental." Ul t imately,  i t  i s  her B r i t i s h  education i n  the 

Classics, her hal f -held b e l i e f  tha t  "whoever should heat- the 

f l u t i n g  o f  the pagan god Pan Cis3 i n  danger o f  a reve la t ion  



which Cwilll turn him mad, and whoever should see Fan ... 
might die from the experience" (E: 192) that inculcates the 

final terror, and drives her into the "sheltet- of walls, 

doors, windows, and humanity" (=:194). Combining images of 

a serpent, naked men, and a pagan god of nature in the same 

chapter as the description of "a dark unknown flower of 

fearu opening inside "the white satin body of Topaz," Ethel 

Wilson clearly implies that sexual knowledge or expet-ience 

threatens the innocence of Topaz. Isolated from her family, 

Topaz could not exist. Even the artificial accoutrements of 

her culture and the social order they imply are not enough 

to give security and meaning to a life as protected as hers. 

Indeed, Topaz's "unquenchable vitality ... Chas3 been preserved 
and untroubled by Cherl lack of awareness of the human 

relations which compose the complicated fabric of living. 

The 1 imi t less treasure and absorbing mot ions of a continuous 

hidden life Chavcl neither enriched nor depleted her" 

(=:255). 

Topaz recognizes that she has never had a "buried life". 

Qf fhandedly she muses, "My life rose in Staffardshire and Z 

suppose it's going out into the Pacific Ocean" (=:25.3). 

When she is very old, her world of nature is restricted to 

the seagulls. They are, as she is, creatures of no 

responsibility. Moreover, they pr-ef igure the f 1 ight of 

Topaz's soul into the setting sun. Topaz is likened to one 

last migrating bird who "remains alone ... wishing to yo, 



awaiting something" (IJ:274). With a sense of awe perhaps 

experienced by those who savoup the "timeless and impersonal 

world," the omniscient narrator speculates on an 

all-encompassing Divine plan: 

If there is a sense of polarity which exerts an 
influence on the winged creatures of the pathless and 
~np~eventing air, it seems reasonable that a polarity 
should exist ... to which the unknowing human spirit, 
through its own atmosphere more tenuous than air 
itself, responds (fT:274). 

Even those who take little notice of the natural world are 

not exempt from its laws. Death holds no trauma for Topaz, 

just as life has held none. Unused to exercising any 

responsibility for her actions, she views death as but 

another adventure, or "innocent travel," to the "promised 

land." 

Hose, who like Ethel Wilson shows an appreciation for 

her natural surroundings, gravitates more readily to natuPal 

metaphors. Rose's incongruent wishes, to "be a dog in a *-* 

nice family" or to be a "devilishly indifferent" gull 

(=:260), highlight her inner conflicts. Q5 David Stouck 

has observed, "Qnimals are frequently an index to intense 

emotional experiences Cand important philosophical 

considerations] in Ethel Wilson's fiction."*' A dog knows 
L 

of nothing but his loyalty, his "love CforJ his dear people" 

I=:260). Like Topaz, a dog has no existence independent of 

his family. By her warm accurate descriptions, Rose 

demonstrates that she still respects the goodness of her 

grandmother, admires the stability of her aunt, and enjoys 



the exasperating but entertaining irrepressibility of her 

great-aunt. If she were a seagull, Hose would miss the 

contentment, the occasional "rapture" and the "love" 

afforded by her "own people." 

Nevertheless, a part of her envies the seagull who is 

"slave to nothing but his own insatiable appetite" (=:261), 

for she is aware that her duty to family restricts not only 

her freedom but also her growth a s  an individual. She 

senses, too, that unlike people who cannot evade the 

inevitable, confining passage of time, these "lawless 

birds.. .take n o  heed of the war" (IT:259), are untouched by 

the "great and terrible events Cthatl are massed by Time and 

Plan upon the slow-mov'ing curtain" IU:263). 

As Ethel Wilson did not begin her formal writing until 

she was over forty years of age, s h e  brought to it a &. 

maturity, a well-developed philosophy. Her works reflect an 

experience and objectivity gained through long periods of . 

perceptive observation and of interest in the human 

condition. Stpingent in her editing, she strove always for 

a spare, understated style, which in turn forces the reader 

to assume some responsibility for creating the fiction. 

Inevitably, one's attention is directed towards the author's 

manipulation of both story and reader. Although there are 

pt-ekient statements and 'flashbacks in The Innocent 

Traveller, there are fewer authorial manipulations and 

intrusions evident in this wot-k, designed to mirror Wilson's 
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earlier life and British background, than there are in her 

later works set completely in British Columbia, such as 

Equatians of Love, Love & Salt Water, and especially, Swamp 

Clncrel . 
For The Innocent Traveller is a chronicle of transition 

and stylistically reflects the author's ties to the Uld 

World culture. Both Rose and her relatives, and the author 

and hers, emigpate to a frontier land but cling to the 

J 
security of their Old World traditions and values. By 

coming to view herself in the context of her family and in 

the continuum of time, Ethel Wilson is able to r-econcile 

permanence and change in herself, her family, and society. 

filthough het- youth permitted Wilson to adapt quickly to the 

"new land," the smooth lyrical style of her prose in The * 

Innocent Traveller remains Edwardian and Victorian. 

Instinctively, she may have felt that an ordered, Old World 

style was required to underline the transmission of 

Victorian family (and literary) traditions to the New World. 

Cl flowing, cheerfully articulated chr~nology serves to I. 

emphasize the protection family pt-ovides against loneliness 

and against outside influences, the continuity it ensures 

through ensuing generations. On the other hand, despite the 

comic, nostalgic tone that she uses in portraying England 

and'the legacy of its cust~ms, Ethel Wilson's real love of 

her adopted country shines through in her evocative 

descriptions of its mountains, valleys and rivers. 



CHAPTER 2 

Hetty Dorval and "The Genius of Place" 

In all of Ethel Wilson's fiction, the physical 

environment so determines and reflects the life of every 

character that it becomes their "genius of place." An 

excellent opportunity to explore the significance of "place" 

is provided in Hetty Dorval, the second book Wilson wrote, 

although the first of her works to be published. Frankie 

Burnaby, the narrator of Hetty Dorval, recognizes that "the 

genius loci is an incalculable godling whose presence is 

felt by many people but certainly not by all." "To some," 

muses Frankie, "the genius of place is inimical; to some it 

is kind." For those to whom the genius o f  place is kind, 

identification with place not only allows peace of mind but 

gives the confidence and motivation to focus on their own 

identity and relationship with others. Others, however, may 

fall "prey to the rapacious god in Ca3 place" and b ~ c w i e  

unhappy, frightened, or even have to be "taken away 'raving 

mad "' (HL: 7 0 ) .  

, In analyzing the natural imager-y in Ethel Wilson'~ 

writings, Desmond Pacey concludes: 

The relationship of human beings to these cosmic 
Cthe change of seasons, the movement of animals, the 
flow of rivers1 is twofold: they are at once spectator-5 
of them and participants in them. From the 



contemplation o f  them they can obta in  either- a sense 
o f  univer-sal harmony or  a sense o f  t h e i r  own 
ins iqn i f i cance.  

Frankie demonstrates an obvious a f f e c t i o n  f o r  the vast  

expanses o f  "sprawl ing h i l l s "  covered w i t h  "sagebrush 

car-pets, " t raversed by "dun-colour-ed gorges" and 
"iz;' 

"outcr-oppinge o f  rock"  (ti&: 8). ~ i d i n d ~ b m e  each weekend on 

her- pony doer not  become mere rout ine ,  t o r  her "accustomed 

country eyes rov ing the expanse t ha t  Cunfoldsl i t s e l f  a t  

each bend o f  the r i v e r  and road" (ti&: L 1 1  note a1 1 the 

changes o f  seasons: 

I n  sp r ing  the b luebi rds,  i n  summer the grmund-hogs 
changing suddenly from l i t t l e  v e r t i c a l  s tatues t o  
scur ry ing dust-coloured vanishing po in ts ;  i n  autumn.. . 
a f l y i n g  c r y i ng  skein o f  w i l d  geese, sometimes a coyote 
a t  c lose range. .. (HI :  1 1 )  

Despite i t s  s t a r k  beaufiy, the landscape ~f the interiai -  

of  B r i t i s h  Columbia could t o  some i nd i v i dua l s  f e e l  almost 

oppressively iso lated.  I t  proves a most e f f e c t i v e  backdrop 

and env i  t-onmen t ,  however-, f o r  Het t y  Uorval . Pacey suggests 

t ha t  

the myster-iousness o f  the h i l l s  a t  evening, t h e i r  
" v a r i e t y  o f  surpr- is ing shapes and shades, " the obl ique 
sha f t s  o f  sun l i gh t  d i sc los ing  "new h i l l s  and val leys,"  
suggests the mul t i faceted mystery o f  Mrs. Borval, whose 
e f f e c t  upon Fr-ankie i s  s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  i f  equa l ly  
baf  f 1 ing  every t ime she sees her-. = 

The landscape a lso  s igna ls  H e t t y ' s  r e j e c t i a n  o f  the  community 

and. compl icat ions o f  other- people. Through the help o f  he r  

"huusekeeper, " she has found a town "so smal l  tha t  r e l a t i v e l y  

i t  was a v i l l age .  But r e l a t i v e  t o  the surr-ounding so l i t udes  

i t  was a town" (m:7>. H e t t y ' s  "square bungalow a11 alone 



above the rivet-" (H3:2) is located in these surrounding 

solitudes several slopes east of Lytton. The walk up a 

steep "winding trail" further her from society. Lf 

you were to survey the landscape from the square window at 

Hetty's bungalow, "a f iqut3e of man or of beast crawling 

distant across the great folds and crevasses at these 

sprawling hills would make you stop, look, po 

surprise, and question. One is accustomed to 

empty of life "IH>:4) .  

Frank:ie realizes that the "genius" of th 

be inimical for some, and warns: 

nt with 

their- being 

s place could 

If the person in Mrs. Dorval 's bungalow feels any fear 
of this desolate scene, or if the person is subject in 
solitude to moods of depression or despair, then that 
person had better take her piano and her dog Sailor and 
her packing cases and qo by train or by the Car~boo 
highway to some comfortable town full of people. iHD:4j 

But the specificity of Fpankie's threatening words is doubly 

significant. When she tells her story of "the places and 

ways known to Chet-3 in which Hetty Dot-val has appeared" 

iHD:71), she is them as a young woman who is 

older and more experienced than when she first encounters 

Hetty. Fut-thermore, by the time she is narrating the story, 

she has effectively driven Hetty off to isolation and 

possibly to death in Vienna. Hence, these words are a hint 

uf the hostility that we will see Frankie develop by the end 

of her account of the "affait-e Hetty." 

Certainly the twelve year old Frankie feels no such 

rejection of Hetty in their initial meeting. She remembers 



her early fascination with Hetty, and is able ta dezcribe 

with great clarity the circumstances and surroundings in 

which she chanced to meet her-. Their first encciunter w a s  

"so easy and natural... Cwithl nu one making an etfort at 

conversation" (Ha: 17).  Frankie innocently perceives her to 

be "pure" and "spit-itual". Only "af tet-wardu4 (perhaps af tet- 

Hetty attracts Fr-ankie's boyfriend, Richard?) did Frankie 

decide that the "innocence of CHetty'sl slightly tilted 

nose" was "a flirt's nose" (E :18) .  

What bonds Frankie and Hetty so quickly is their common 

love of nature, and in particular, of the wild geese. It is 

Ft-ankie's "ears, which Care1 used to country silences and 

sounds, Cthat hear3 the sound that will thrill Cherl till 

Cshe dies]." Then Hetty's "eyes Cpickl up the movement of 

the fluid arrow rapidly approaching overhead, and the musical 

clamout* of the wild geese Ccomesl more clearly and loudly 

( H D : l € i ) .  Frankie keeps her thoughts to herself, but as she 

sees "the fluid arrow ... Ccleavel the skies, Cshe feels1 an 
exultation, an uprush within [her] joining that swiftly 

moving company and that loud music of the wild geese" 

1 Hetty experiences the same esciternent but voices 

her feelings, "Oh Frankie, when we stood there and the geese 

went over, we didn't seem to be in our bodies at all, did 

we? And I seemed to be up with them where I'd really love 

to be. Did you feel like that? ( H D : 2 O )  
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Frank ie  marvels, "That was so exac t l y  how the  w i l d  

geese made m e  f e e l  t ha t  I was amazed" t H - i : 2 C 1 ) .  Later-, when 

F rank i e ' s  parents condemn He t t y  as "a woman o f  no 

reputa t ion , "  Frank ie  g ives  the  evidence, "she loved the w i l d  

geese,. . . as proof  o f  He t t y  ' s  innocence" (Ha: 42). When she 

"thought o f  M r s .  Dorval look ing  up a t  the  w i l d  geese and 

t u rn i ng  t o  Chet-I i n  taaptut-e, . . . CFrankiel could no t  be l i e ve  

t ha t  she was bad" (Ht-l:43). When Frank ie  informs He t t y  t h a t  

her  parents  w i l l  no longer a l l ow  her  t o  v i s i t ,  He t t y  a l s o  

c i t e s  the w i l d  geese a5 her- reason f o r  l i k i n g  and t r u s t i n g  

Ft-ankie. 

Young Frankie i s  the on l y  person t o  view He t t y  i n  

n a t u r a l  ~ u r ~ o u n d i n y s  w i t h  which she i s  a t  ease and which 

arouse in her  a warmth and sensitivity. She is the Gnly 

person i n  L y t t o n  t o  "know" He t t y  through personal contact  

r a t h e r  than p u b l i c  reputat ion.  Both Frank ie  and He t t y  have 

shown themselves t o  be i n d i v i d u a l s  who can re f r esh  

themselves " p a i n f u l l y  ye t  w i t h  d e l i g h t "  i n  the " t ime less  

and impersonal wor ld" o f  na ture  (IT: 258) . For b r i e f  moments, 

bo th  apprec iate t h e  s o l i t u d e  o f  nature,  envy the  freedom o f  

the  w i l d  geese, and are  ab l e  i n  t h a t  context  t o  communicate 

t h e i r  f e e l i n g s  one t o  another. 

L i k e  E the l  Wilson he rse l f ,  F rank ie  Burnaby i s  a l so  

moved by the  decept ive ly  danqeraus power o f  the  " su l l en  

opaque and f awn-coloured" Fraser and con t ras ts  i t  w i t h  the  

"blue-green rac i ng  urgent Thompson R ive r "  I W f i :  7 ) .  "Ever 



since LsheI could remember, it was Chet-I joy to stand on 

[the3 strong iron bridge" spanning the confluence of the 

Thompson and the Ft-aset- to "look down at the line where the 

expanse of emerald and sapphire dancing water joins and is 

quite lost in the sullen Fraset-" I H i i : 8 f .  Befat-e Frankie 

visits Hetty's house for the first time, she and Hetty stop 

their "horses for a minute on the Bridge, and Cloak3 down at 

the bright water- hurt-ying to be lost in the brown" (I-&: 2 0 ) .  

With these images, Wilson seems to suggest that Ft-ankie's 

innocence is about to be tainted by Hetty's experience ot- 

reputation. However, in light of the unsubstantiated 

defamation heaped on Hetty during the course af Ft-ankie's 

story, pephaps Wilson also foreshadows the way in which 

Hetty's'positive aspects of character-, as shown by her- 

response to nature, will be obscured by widespread public 

condemnation which dwells only on her lack of social 

integration. 

Natural surroundings have not only a logical cognitive 

effect on a person, but a symbolic one as well. The 

confluence of the Fraser and the Thompson Rivers, the bridge 

that spans them, the sagebrush of the dry hills surrounding 

Lytton, the wild geese in flight ovet-head--a11 assume 

symbol ic proport ions in Het ty Dorval. Desmond Pacey 

contends that "the tumultuous river is symbolic, to the 

young girl Ft-ankie, of Hetty Dot-val het-self--something 

powerful, mysterious, almost monstrous, but at the same time 



very beautiful."= If the Fraser indeed symbolizes the 

experience and sel f -cen teredness of Hetty, and the rhompson, 

the youthful innocence of Frankie Burnaby, it is not 

surprising that by the end of her turbulent relationship 

with Hetty, Frankie rejects the social lack of 

responsibility of her older friend but seems to have become 

as insular, as self-protective, a5 uncaring as' she. 

Frankie acknowledges the powet% exerted by her natut-al 

environment, for she recalls: 

45 we talked and laid out- little plans of vast 
importance for that day and the next, the sight of the 
cleaving joining waters and the sound of their never- 
ending roar and the feel of the frequent Lytton wind 
that blew down the channels of both the rivers were 
part and parcel of us, and conditioned, as they say, " 
our feeling (Ht-i:9). 

Indeed, these rivers continue to condition her feelinqs, as 

can be witnessed in her change in tense as she describes the 

Thompson: "Perhaps the water was emerald, perhaps it was 
L 

sapphire. It both. It & neither. It j.i a brilliant 

river, ... a racing calling river" iHD:3). It comes as no 

surprise that Frankie feels that her "genius af  place is a V,  

god of water" (Ht-l:7i)). 

Frankie is conditioned by her environment. but in turn 

her personality governs the manner in which she perceives 

her surroundings. To Frankie, the sti 11 image of one 

mountain, the Sleeping Beauty, when reflected in the 

circular frame of an old mirror- in her room at the boat-ding 

school in Vancouver, "had more unity and significance than 
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when you turned and saw its substance as only a part of the 

true, flowing continuous line of the mountains" (tiJ:53). 

It is not unchar-acter-istic that Frankie is attracted to 

the Sleeping Beauty in isolation, just as she was drawn to 

the "touching purity" of Hetty's profile, "the soft curve of 

her high cheek-bone, and the faint hollow below it" (HA: 18). 

Hetty clearly becomes the sleeping beauty when, in Frankie's 

hotel room in London, "she C turns1 over in bed and Cmakes3 a 

beautiful S with herself" (HD: 111). Viewing Hetty in 

isolation, Ft-ankie is able to admire the older- woman's beauty 

and love of nature. By obeying her parents' wishes and 

viewing Hetty as a member of society or "part of the true, 

flowing, continuous line of individuals involved in 

mankind,"' Frankie recognizes that her view of Hetty has 

been a fragmented reflection--"I could not see Hetty plainly. 

I could not tell what she was really like" (HA: 87). She is 

led to discover that Hetty's beauty provides but a deceptive 

screen for an immoral and selfish sensuousness. To some 

degree, Frankie's parents are successful in helping her 

overcome her childhood preference fop- beauty in isolation. 

but only through the catharsis of telling her tale does 

Frankie truly begin to perceive the unreliabil ity of 

appearances. 

Unlike the story of The Innocent Traveller, which 

begins in England and ends in Canada, the story of Hetty 
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Dorval does just the reverse, beginning in British Columbia - 
and moving to England. Because Frankie Burmaby 5 genius 

loci is a god of water, she is relieved that in England she 

is to live beside the ocean. Nevertheless, she is r-emlnded 

of the place "where two rivers flow together," and of the 

"shore uf the Pacific Ucean, " and she knows with cer-tainty, 

"My home is there, and I shall go back" (H4:71j. 

Het ty Uorval, however, never a1 lows herself to establ ish 

roots in the surroundings that allow her such feelings oi 

release. For balanced with loyalty to "place" must be a 

responsibility to community. Unly when an individual 4 

experiences compassion for- and responsibility towards his or- 

her fellows, only when he or she internalizes the traditions, 

beliefs, and hopes of a community does life become tolerable. 

Frankie has the decided advantage of strongly established 

family ties and tr-aditions--"Father and Mother set and 

maintained the family standards in an exacting loneliness 

where it would have been easy to be slipshod and lazy" 

(E:10), and of widespread acceptance in the town--"if it 

was church-time.. .people were always friendly; there was 

always a beckoning finger and a nod that meant 'Sit here 

with us'" ( H I 4 : l l ) .  Family and community ties are likewise 

vital in creating a sense of  "place." 

Thus Hetty Uorval, who has been told little of her 

origins, who knows nothing of the existence of her real 

mother until it is too late, does little to counteract het- 



deracination. Centering In upon herself, she flees trom 

situations that cause her any inconvenience or discomfort. 

She is unable to form any prolonged attachment to place. In 

petulant tones, Hetty asserts, "I do not propose to spend my 

time paying attention to all kinds of people ... All 1 ask of 

anybody is to be left alone and nut to b e  intertet-ed with. 

I'm sure I always leave people quite alone and interfere 

with nobody" tHD:2h). Hetty Dorval explores the tragic 

consequences that arise when an individual isolates het-self 

completely from a1 1 others. 

Hetty's inability or unwillingness to t-elate to others 

renders her a5 liminal, as "separated tragically from her 

fel lows" (HD: 4b-47) as Torqui i ,  the grotesque Lobster boy 

exhibited in the trauelling fair. Hetty is isolated by 

being different. Ft-ankie Eurnaby is quick to obset-ve the 

individuality of  Hetty's speech--"We didn't talk Like that"  

(@:21), the uniqueness of her horse and saddle, the utter 

isolation of her bungalow overlooking deset-ted sage-covered 

hillsides. 

Hetty's rejection also results from the community's 

aching need for solidarity, the need to feel that "every man 

is a piece of the Continent, a part of the maine." In a 

town where the sharing of "school news, town news, church 

news, store news" (HJ:11) fosters a sense of unity, the 

townspeuple will ultimately be repelled by one in whom they 

can find no similarities, for whom they can feel no empathy. . 



f n her determined "endeavours to island herself, " 

Hetty t-emainrs solitary and unknowable. Even F't-ankie comes 

to recognize that: 

One cannot invade and discover the closed or hidden 
places of a person like Hetty Dorval with whom one's 
associations. though significant, are ft-agmentary, and 
for the a-dded reason that Hetty does not speak--o$ 
herself. And theref ore bet* gent 1 y impervious and 
del iberately conceal ing exterior does not permit her to 
be known. Bne guesses only from what one discerns. 
(HA: 72 i  

By having Frankie admit that, even after a number of 

encounters with Hetty, she can only quess the thrust of her 

emotions and motivations, Ethel Wilson not only underlines 

the lack of responsibility of Hetty's non-communication. 

She signals the unreliability of Ft-ankie's first-person !, 

nat-ration, a device not used in any other of Ethel Wilson's 

writings, a device of which a critical reader m u s t  always 

remain aware. 

lales such as those about Hetty Dot-val at-e not that 

uncommon in small communities or remote areas. Howard 

O'Hagan, anothet- British Columbian author, explains the 

evolution of such tales in his novel, Tav John: 

For your backwoodsman is a thorough gossip. Left alone 
he gossips to himself. He lives too much with silence 
to value it unduly. He pays for a meal, for a night's 
lodging, with a tale. His social function is to hand 
on what he has heard, with the twist his fancy has been 
able to adb...What he has not seen he deduces, and 
what he cannot understand he explains. 7 

What Frankie cannot understand, she too tries to explain. 

Indeed, her entire narration of H e t t y  Uorvai is an attempt 

to understand her beautiful but unfeeling friend. She comes 
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to sense what Ethel Wilson and many other authors believe, 

that all life, as far as we knaw, is fiction. It only means 

something when you it. There is no meaning before 

l anguage. 

Hetty Uorval is isolated b y  her unwillingness to "speak- 

-of herself" ( H A : 7 2 >  and by her inability to communicate her 

feelings about others: "You know.. . people.. . " (HD: I 1  1 ) .  An 

enigma, she is further ostracized by the irrespansib le 

language of othet-s--gossip without vet-if ication. In a town 

where it is a diversion to go to the depot to watch the 

train arrive, it is only natural that Hetty should attract 

speculation. Frankie admits that she and het- friend might 

atone far arriving late for supper "if we arrived home with 

the account of words spoken and information gained. " t H I : 5 ) .  

The anxiety of the young girls about the impression they 

have given the Indians--"Goodness knows what they would tell 

the other Indians in their log and earth houses when they 

reached home. You never knew" (m: 5) --emphasizes further 

that, in a small town more than anywhere, "No man is an 

i land". 

Qlthouqh Frankie feels that before keeping secret 

assignations with Hetty Dorval she always enjoyed a close 

bond with her pat-ents--"We had always been three, and there 

was no constraint amongst us" (HD:58)--she neverth~less 

admits their inability to vocalize intimate feelings: 
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"somehow we would never never have said that to each other-- 

it would have made u s  all feel uncoiiifortable" (H&:TU). 

Neither parents nor child are able to verbalize their true 

concet-ns at- feelings about the in? luence exerted by Hetty 

Dorval. Frankie admits, "Mother had never seen Hetty, and I 

could not bring myself to try and to fail, to describe what 

Hetty looked like, and the feeling that she gave people. I 

should just have sounded silly" (E:54).  

Upon first meeting Hetty, Frankie innbcently perceives 

her as "pure" or "spiritual." It is not until Hetty utters 

what Frankie considers to be a profanity that Frankie begins , 

to see her as having "another- face" (m:19), or being two- 

faced. When Frankie's father tries to dissuade his daughter 

from visiting the stranger in their midst by lahelfinq Hetty 

"a woman af na reputatian," the youthful Ft-ankie is unable 

to communicate to her father her convictions that he 

"couldn't have believed these things if h e  had seen her 

himself" ( H l i : 4 2 ) .  Gnd indeed, when Mrs. Burnaby does notice 
/ 

the "woman with a most heavenly profile" (E:63i  on baard 

the ship to England, she is unable to believe that i t  could 

b e  Mrs. Dorval, The Menace. When Hetty beseeches them to 

help her by refraining from gossip, Frankie and her mother 

later maintain that "when she spoke to Cthemf she was 

sincere and frightened" (H4:6&). 

Nevertheless, the earlier biases of  her parents and 
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her own changing experiences and emotions colour Ft-ankie' s 

perceptions. She later comes to regard Hetty 's appearance 

of purity "as a rather pleasing yet disturbing sensual look" 

( H I : Z O ) .  Ft-ankie rationalizes, "It could not be expected o f  - 

a child of twelve that she should recognize the complete 

self -indulgence and idleness of Hetty" (Hi: 30). Ft-ankie 

likens Hetty to a cat whu "simply Cshedsl people" ( H - t : 3 0 ) .  

A cat is also noted for its self-sufficiency and its 

promiscuity. Although Frankie describes the contrasting 

family loyalty of geese, she neglects to realize that perhaps 

Hetty, in her admiration of the geese, longs for a similar 

consistency and direction in life. 

There can also be no doubt that over the years, Frankie 

actively but unsuccessfully tries to reject the charms of 

her uldet- friend. Even as she travels to confront Hetty 

over her developing friendship with Richard, Frankie admits, 

"I yet could not dislike Hetty" tHD:74). Although she 

prevents Hetty from entering the "integrity" of Cliff House, 

the trusting, loving home of Ft-ankie's relatives. Franki~ 

confesses, "She was hard ta hate as I looked at her". 

Though the more mature Frankie strives to denounce Hetty, 

she appears to secretly admire her isolating, sel f-centred 

quest for a life of no complications. This is not 

surprising when one recalls the recurring symbol of the 

wild geese. Because the geese evoke a feeling of soaring, 

of freedom, they may also be symbolic not only of Hetty'.s 



f l i g h t  ft-om human ties and t - e s p o n s i b i l i t i ~ s ,  b u t  a l so  o f  

F t - a n k i e ' s  d i s t a s t e  f o r  c o m p l i c a t i o n s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .  

N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  j u s t  as F t - a n k i e ' s  p a r e n t s  had  t r i e d  t o  -', 

p r o t e c t  and  i so la t e  F r a n k i e ,  so  F r a n k i e  h e t - s e l f  f r i e s  i n  
\ 

t u r n  t o  p r o t e c t  and  isolate  h e r  c o u s i n s .  F r a n k i e  recognizes ' 

Car r a t i o n a l i z e s ) ,  "Al though  1 h a d  n o t  t h o u g h t  o f  Mother  and , 

F a t h e r  ~ n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h i s  who le  m a t t e r ,  I  a m  s u r e  now t h a t  

i t  w a s  t h e y  who had  been  t h e  u n c a n s c l o u s  ot- s u b c c m s c i o u s  -+ 

c a u s e  a f  my i n t e r v e n t i o n "  (HD: l tM).  H e t t y ,  on t h e  o the t -  

hand ,  i m p l i e s  t h a t  t h e  u l t i m a t e  r e a s o n  f o r  F r a n k r e ' s  d r i v i n g  

h e r  o f f  is h e r  j e a l o u s y  o f  H e t t y ' s  p l a c e  i n  R i c h a r d ' s  

a f f e c t i o n .  

Whether  F t - a n k i e ' s  i n t e r v e n t i o n  is m o t i v a t e d  b y  j e a l o u s y  

or  b y  s e l f - r i g h t e o u s n e s s ,  s h e  c o m m i t s  a social f a u l t  s i m i l a t -  

t o  t h a t  o f  which H e t t y  is accused- - she  tries to  i so la te  

h e r s e l f  a n d  h e r  r e l a t i v e s  ft-om c o m p l i c a t i o n s .  H e t t y ' s  

a s s e r t i o n ,  " I  d o n ' t  want t o  h a v e  my l i f e  c o m p l i c a t e d  and  I  

c a n ' t  b e a r  s c e n e s "  (Ha:48) ,  is echoed  i n  F r a n k i e ' s  o b j e c t i o n ,  

"You muddle  up my l i f e  t o o  much . . .13ve  g o t  my own l i f e  t o  

l i v e  and  I  d o n ' t  want e v e r  to  see you a g a i n - - e v e r N  (HJ:114). 

T h a t  H e t  t y  r e c o g n i z e s  F r a n k i e  '5 c o r r e s p o n d i n g  i s o l a t i o n  and  

s e l f - c e n t e r e d n e s s  is i m m e d i a t e l y  a p p a r e n t  i n  h e r  s y m p a t h e t i c  

r e p l y ,  " I  u n d e r s t a n d  e x a c t l y .  I f e e l  f o r  you. I t  is 

t h e  way o t h e r  p e o p l e  c l u t t e r  up and  c o m p l i c a t e  

o n e ' s  l i f e .  I t  is my p h o b i a ,  F r a n k i e ,  and I u n d e r s t a n d  

you.. . so  we1 l" (9: 114). 



Unlike Frankie and unlike Topaz of The Innocent 

Traveller, Hetty has not the security of an extended family. 

In fact, she is unable to place herself in the continuum of 

any family, for- Mrs. Broom has always led her- to believe 

that she was an orphan. Even young Frankie realizes the 

injustice that has been done to Hetty, and she chastens Mrs. 

broom, "If you'd brought her up like mother and daughter 

maybe she'd.. . " (HJ: l O . 3 j .  Maybe she would be better able to 

come to terms with her-self, with her relationship to others, 

and not be forced to continue her futile quest far 

fulfillment'? 

In her attempts to isolate or island herself, Hetty 

also denies herself the opportunity of maturing. In much 

the same way as Topaz, Hetty remains until the end of her 

story still very much an indulged and impetuous child. In 

L-' contrast, Frankie's concern and involvement with the lives 

of her cousins lend her a maturity and determination 

superior to the woman who is substantially her senior. 

Mrs. Burmaby, who was possibly jealous of Hetty usurping het- 

place in Frankie's affections, later determines to acquire 

Hetty's bungalow. Frankie's parents undoubtedly realize how 

indelibly Fr-ankie's memories of Hetty are linked with the 

place of their- meeting, and wish to exorcise her "ghost" 

from the home on the hillside overlooking the river. Mrs. 

Burnaby's rationale is that "Here life would be very simple. 

Nothing and no one could complicate life here" (Hk4:SY). 



R e c a l l i n g  h e r  mo the t7 ' s  words  a f t e r  a s p a n  o f  s e v e r a l  y e a r s ,  

F t -ankie  i r o n i c a l l y  q u e r i e s ,  "Couldn ' t they'?" Pet-haps  I n  

r e t r o s p e c t  s h e  r e c o g n i z e s  o n l y  too w e l l  t h a t  "no  man is a n  

i l a n d . .  . " S h e  c e r t a i n l y  d i s c e r n s  t h e  pat-al  lel between het- 

m o t h e r ' s  s e n t i m e n t s  and t h o s e  o f  H e t t y :  " ( 1  w i l l  n o t  

c o m p l i c a t e  m y  l i f e ) "  ( H J : 5 9 ) .  

Y e t  Mrs. But-naby is r e c o g n i z e d  b y  S i s t e r  Mat-ie-iecile, 

and even  by H e t t y  Dot-val, a s  a "good" woman tot- hep- selt less 

d e v o t i o n  t o  h e r  f a m i l y .  F r a n k i e  i n t e r p r e t s  o n e  of t h e  

q u o t a t i o n s  i n  t h e  e p i g r a p h ,  "Good is as v i s i b l e  as g r e e n e " ,  

l i t e r a l l y  and  c o n f i r m s  t h a t  i n  h e r  mo the r ,  "good w a s  v i s i b l e "  

(H&:€37). I r o n i c a l l y ,  t h i s  q u o t a t i o n  is. drawn from D o n n e ' s  

poem, "Community", n o t a b l e  f o r  its c y n i c a l  v iew o-f' women.* 1'' 

M r s .  Burnaby is, a f t e r  a l l ,  g u i l t y  of passing sn malicious 

and unfounded  g o s s i p  t h a t  h e l p s  d e s t r o y  H e t t y ' s  r e p u t a t i o n  

and h e r  f u t u t - e  h a p p i n e s s .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  g r e e n  is o n e  o f  t h e  

least v i s i b l e  co lou t - s  o f  a l l  t h e  s p e c t r u m ,  and F r a n k i e ' s  

o n l y  r e a s o n  for j udg ing  t h a t  g r e e n  "was n o t  v i s i b l e  i n  H e t t y "  

is t h a t  s h e  " c o u l d  n a t  see H e t t y  p l a i n l y "  Im:B7j. 

H e t t y  errs i n  s e e k i n q  s e c u r i t y  i n  t e r m s  o f  w e a l t h ,  n o t  

o f  " p e o p l e . "  Even though  s h e  c o m e s  t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  "Hick is 

a  t housand  t i m e s  n i c e r "  (E: 115) t h a n  J u l e s  S t e r n ,  s h e  is 

u n w i l l i n g  " to  g i v e  Chet-3 l i f e  t o  R i c k ' s  s i s t e r - , "  or  t o  e x p o s e  

h e r  e m o t i o n s  o r  her p a s t  t o  t h e  s c r u t i n y  o f  R i c k ' s  e x t e n d e d  

f a m i l y .  I t  is also p o s s i b l e  t h a t  s h e  may h a v e  been  



unselfish, realizing she would bring unhappiness to Ft-ankie 

and her relatives. 

Such is the artistry of Ethel Wilson that at the close 

of Hetty Datval, the reader is startled, as likely was 

Ft-ankie, into reviewing the "truth" about Hetty in a new 

light. What indeed can be attributed to Hetty's character 

flaws, what to Ft-ankle's, her family's, and 50iiety'S biases?' 

The novel's epigraph again sprinys to mind. "No man is an 

i land.. . " s e e m s  a familiar credo in the But-naby household, 

-but the burnabys were guilty of islanding theit- family, and 

the people of Lytton guilty of islanding theit- little town, 

against a newcomer. Even more global implications become 

evident in the final paragraph of the story: 

Six weeks later the German army OCCU~FPC!  Vienna. Thet-e 
arose a wall of silence around the city through which 
only faint confused sounds were sometimes heard. 

(HA: 11bj 

Desmond Pacey links this final paragraph with the 

second quotation from Donne in the epiqt-aph, " And makes one 

1 it t le room an everywhere" : 

The story, in its modest way, is being held up as a 
microcosm of the whole human world prior to the Great 
W a r  Csicl. The irresponsible individualism of Hetty 
Dorval, multiplied a million times, precipitated that 
conflict. And since no man is an island, that conflict 
destroyed not only the individualists but the 
cornmunali~ts as well. 

Hetty and Mrs. Broom are unable to show their love in the 

procession of little rooms they share. Frankie is likewise 

unable to show full campassian or forgiveness for the 



sleeping Hetty, even though she is touched by the "rise and 

fall of the frail envelope of skin" and intuits that the 

"rise and fall of the unconscious  sleeper'.^ breast...is a 

binding symbol of our humanity" IN: 111). How much m o r e  

dangepous it is for countrie5 to "island" themselves in - 

nationalism and self-t-ighteousness. 

One of the themes maintained throughout Hkittv D o r m  is 

based upon the quotation that forms the chief pot-tion of the 

No Man is an Iland, intit-e of it selfe; every man is a 
peece of the Continent, a part of the maine; ... any 
mans death diminishes me, because I am involved in 
Mankinde. (John Donne) 

As we have seen, it is not only Hetty Uorval who ~slands 

her-self, but families, towns, nations. Frankie herself has 

gt-appled with canflicting desires both for freedom and for 

incorporation in family and community. This is all too 

common a challenge in a province where a powerful landscape 

demands on the one hand a self-reliant individualism, on the 

other a need for- companlonshlp and assistance. 

Fortunately for Frankie, it appears that in her 

struggle to resolve opposing opinions and emotions tht-ough 

the telling of her experiences with Hetty Darval, she has 

attained a greater level of experience and maturity. Most 

impprtantly, she has g 1 impsed the almost overwhelming 

responsibility one has towards a fellow human being. 

Had Ethel Wilson known only what she recognizes as the 

mores and appreciations of her grandmother, ae outlined in 



The Innocent Traveller, her writing style would have been 

vastly different from what we perceive in her later novels. 

Tradition and family are still important, but the way the 

West Coast shapes her thinking is reflected throughout. 

Wilson's frequent images of water, forests, and mountains 

verify the overwhelming influence of a natural environment 

where, as Bruce Hutchison so aptly describes: 

the bulk of mounCains, the space of valleys. the far- 
glimpses of land and sea, the lakes and rivers, all 
cast in gigantic mold...make a man feel bigqer, more \ i d  

free, as if he had come out of a crowded room. 1 0  

In Hetty Dot-val, the distinctive qualities of the 

natural sut-ruundings form an integral part of the story. To 

reinforce the importance af the influence of "place, " 

Wilson's pt-ose abounds with imagery of the senses: 

W e  would look up at the broad sweep of kit-own Ft-aset-. . . 
Then we would heat- wheels or- hooves and feel vibrations 
of the bridge and turn idly to see a conveyance 
creaking by driven by 'silent Indian.s...We would turn 
and again look down...the sipht of the cieaving ~oining 
waters and the sound of their never-ending roar, and 
the feel of the frequent ~ y t t b n  wind that blew dawn t h e  
channels off both the rivers were part and parcel of 
us, and conditioned, as they say, our feeling. i&:7) 

CEmphasis mine1 

Wilson extensively uses not only the imagery but also the 

vocabulat-y of vision. "To see," "to look," to stare," "to 

watch," "to gaze" are verbs frequently emplayed in all her 

novels, but most frequently in Hetty Dorval. Attention is 

of ten drawn to "eyes, " b u t  their perceptions are af ten 

completely subjective. Appearances can be deceiving to even 

the most "experienced eyes" (HD: 1) ! 
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By capturing the essence of her beloved Upper Country, 

Wilson attempts to explain the powerful influence exerted by 

this immense, sparsely inhabited natural environment. In 

her deceptively simple but provocative account uf Hetty 

Darval, she suggests haw interaction with such surroundings 

can reveal inner feelings and aspirations, and can provide 

analogies by which human beings can develop an awapeness and 

acceptance of others. Most importantly, the landscape tests 

stt-ength of character. Spurred by her "genius of place," 

Frankie resolves a number of internal conflicts and gains a *  

new compassion and maturity. Convet-sel y, unable to accept 

nature's conflicting challenge--both of relishing the 

fpeedom of one's individuality and of participating in the 

unity of one's fellow beinqs, Hetty Dot-vaf ultimately 

surrenders to her self-centered immaturity. Thus is success 
I: .  

or failure determined by the power of "place. " 



CHAPTER S 

The Equations o f  Love: 

"Cit-cumstance, In f luence,  and Spiked Chance" 

!;the1 Wilson i s  s k i l l e d  a t  w r i t i n g  s t o r i e s  t ha t  can be 

[!ntet-pt-eted from more than one p o i n t  o f  view. Just  as He t t y  

Dot-val can be seen from the  perspect ive  o f  a young Fvankie 

But-naby, so a c l ea re r  p ic tut -e o f  her  can be der ived by tak ing  

i n t o  account the b i a s  o f  the f i r s t  person na r ra to r .  Ayain, 

i n  "Tuesday and Wednesday", the f i r s t  o f  t he  two nove l l as  

r t h a t  form The Equations o f  L ~ v e , ~  Wilson uses the  b i a s  o f  
i- 

her  t h i r d  person n a r r a t o r  t o  f o r ce  her  readers t o  view the  

cond i t i on  of the  characters ft-om a double perspect ive. ,  On 
.I 

t h e  an@ hand, she humorously bu t  gen t l y  po r t rays  the  meagt-e 

at tempts a t  se l f -p reserva t ion  d isp layed by some lower-class ---- 
inhabitants o f  the  East end of Vancouver. Bn the other,  she 

*__ - - - -------____.w-,-----.. -- - - - ------- - 

incorporates the i n s p i r i n g  beauty o f  the n a t u r a l  landscape 

and the l a t e n t  energy o f  the  elements, which, i f  the  

stt-uygL i n y  people could o n l y  apprec iate and i n t e r n a l i z e  ' 

them, would g r e a t l y  en r i ch  and in fo rm thei t -  1 ives. 

Fot- the a t t i t u d e s  and educat ion o f  the characters ~n 

The  - Equations o f  Luve d i f f e r  considerably from those i n  

E the l  W i  l son  's e a r l i e r  novels. The ut-ban sut-rounding5 t ha t  

they i n h a b i t  or t ha t  they choose t o  n o t i c e  do indeed s t i l l  

r e f l e c t  and determine t h e i r  l i v e s .  Almost nune o f  the 

characters, however, show any appt-ec i a t  i o n  f o r  t h e i  t- natut-al  



surround ings. Almost none a re  "awat-e o f  t he  incorporeal  

presence i n  a i r ,  and l i g h t ,  and dark, and earth,  and sea, 

and sky, and i n  he r se l f  Cot- h imse l f  3 ,  o f  something 

unexpressed and inexpt-essible, t h a t  transcends and heightens 

o rd ina ry  l i f e ,  and i s  i t s  complement" IEt:194j.  Although 

t h i s  quota t ion  occurs i n  " L i l l y ' s  Story" ,  the second or the 

nove l l as  t h a t  form T h e  Equations o f  Love, the absence o f  
'ci C 

such an awareness) among many o f  the  chat-acters i n  " Tuesday and 
/-- 

Wednesday" i s  va luable i n  exp la in ing  one o f  the important 

ideas i n f  or-mlng the  s to ry .  "Tuesday and Wednesday" evokes 

r - '  
. " ._--___ __-__- ,------ ---- --. _ 

atrophying imaginations, and 

anaesthet iz ing encounters o f  i n d i v l d u a l 5  who ,  engrossed i n  

t h e l r  own needs, notxce almast no th ing  o f  the n a t u r a l  world 
,-- -. 

about t h e m i  Ob l iv taus  t o  nature,  t o  bo th  i t s  beaut les and 
--I- 

- 

i t s  danger-s, they have noth ing  t o  *ransicend o r  complement 

t h e i r  o rd ina ry  1 ives. 

I n  The Innocent Traveller-, the  Edgeworth women at-e 

d i s tu rbed  by a con f ron ta t i on  w i t h  p r ima l  na ture  because they 

have never encountered i t  i n  the manicured countt-yside of 

England. Perhaps not  co i nc i den ta l l y ,  Mort Johnson, when he 

atmuses the  energy t o  work, i s  a gardener, one whose 

c u l t i v a t i n g  and weeding is designed t o  t ransform n a t u r a l  

sut-roundings i n t o  tamed ones. Mar-t lacks  the  5 e l  f -assurance 

v e l y  i n  the  i t i v e  world, 

r e  on l y  the  f i t  sut-vlve. While 
u 

seak-ching f o r  a job i n  a nursery  near burnaby L a k e ,  Mort 



v i s i t s  "a  country  o f  h i l l s  and wooded t-idges which C l i e s l  

neat- ye t  remote ( i t  seemed) from Vancouver-" \tiiiA:~B~. 141tI-1 

the  pat-enthetrcal  " ( i t  seemed)," Wilson r e i t e r a t e s  t h a t  the 

expanse o f  countrys ide and the n a t u r a l  beaut ies o f  the woods 

so c lose  t o  Vancouver seem remote trom the consciousnesses 

o f  peopie such as Mort and the  o the r  characters o t  "tuesday 

and Wednesday," characters cond i t ioned on ly  t o  the can t l n i ng  

and dt-ab s t r e e t s  a t  the c i t y .  

/' 
I With amusement tempered by a measure o t  i rony  and 

sympathy, the ever-present nart-atot- o f  t h i s  novel  l a  

descr ibes two days i n  the l i f e  o f  Mart and h i s  wi fe ,  Myt-t. 

Y o  emphasize the t r i v i a l i t y  o f  the i t -  d a i l y  rou t ine ,  the - 
a c t i o n  takes p lace dur ing  days t h a t  a re  traditionally the  

most d u l l  and un in te res t i ng  o f  the  week. 1-hey at-e a l so  the 
,- - -  - - -  . 

f i n a l  two days o f  Ma r t ' s  l i f e  for, on the  Wednesday evening, 
I 

I 
he meets w i t h  a f a t a l  accidegt. ! ----- _, 

I n  E the l  Wi lson 's  f i c t i o n ,  i t  i s  the  s e n s i t i v e  and 

contemplat ive characters who f i n d  comfat-t o r  renewal i n  

nature. A1 though drab weather pat-al l e l s  the drabness o f  

t h e i r  rooms and the dt-abness o f  t h e i r  l i ves ,  few o f  the 

characters i n  "Tuesday and Wednesday" take n o t i c e  o f  na ture  

o r  de r i ve  s a t i s f a c t i o n  from i t .  0t- conversely, because the 

characters de r i ve  l i t t l e  s a t i s f a c t i o n  f ram nature, t h e i r  

l i v e s  a 2  as drab as the drabness o f  t h e i r  t-ooms and o f  the  

weather. <The omniscient n a r r a t o r  i 1 lumines t h e i r  - - ----."l__ _ ' 



insensitivity to beauty, their lack of spiritual communion 

with nature, by opening the story with an evocation of  some 

of the superb natural attractions visible to residents of 

Vancouver. Were they not too preoccupied with survival, 

they would notice that: 

the fresh light of the kising sun touched, and then 
I tr-avelled--losing as it travelled its first quality of 

morning--down the Golden Ears, down the mountains 
north-east of Burt-ard Inlet, down the Sleeping Beauty, 
dawn the Lions, and down the lesser slopes descending 

(.westwards to the Pacific Ocean, until the radiant sunriee 
deteriot-ated into mere flat day. IEL:.3) 4 , 

.- -- 

Those people who are "up and about in Vancouver" are working, 

and so "the phenomenon of sunrise, being only the prelude to 

another day, f sl ides1 away unobserved by anybody" (EL: 3 ) .  

Absorbed in daily routine, the city dwellers are capable 

only of perceiving a "mere flat day." Mortimer Johnson is 

less interested in sunrises, or even in getting up, than are 

most people, and his "bedroom Cfacesl westwards and Cis1 

darkened as much as possible" (&: .3) .  Eventually Mort pulls 

up the blinds to "let the morning in, but no air" (&:5). 

Mrs. Emblem asks her niece, Myrt, "Why don't you air this 

place?" (&:21) bath Mort and Myrt are too lazy or too 1 - - - - I---_.--.-/----- -- -_ 
---_I_ _ 

preoccupied with themelves to avail themselves of one of the 
/------- --- -  - 

"..- -- - 
->-- - 

basic natural elements, fresh air. 

If the characters of "Tuesday and Wednesday" were more 

appreciative of the energizing effects of air and light, if 

they were "awar-e of the incorporeal presence.. . C in the1 

earth, and sea and s k y ,  " it might foster an awareness of a 



cortaespond i ng  d i v i n ' i  ty t o  be found i n  themselves and others.  

(;the1 Wilson appears t o  be suggesting t ha t  people such as 

Mort and Myrt might then f e e l  more self-acceptance about 
,-- 

---.-*-_- _ 4--- 

where they f i t  i n  the overa_l~lscheme of l i f e ,  and thus might - - - - 
be ab le  t o  develop more understanding and f e e l  mare respect 

f o r  themselves ~ i > d  f o r  o thers  around them.', No mat ter  how 
.., ,'' 

Myrt  d isda ins  s o c i a l  p re tens ion  w i t h  " the  extr-a quar te r  inch  

o f  her  drooped eye l i ds  and t h a t  amused smal l  turned-down 

smi le"  (EL:&, , i t  i s  the  wor ld  o f  the Edgeworths and the  

Bur-nabys, "deeply a f fec ted  by B r - i t i sh  no t ions  o f  c u l t u r e  and 

s o c i a l  ptaopr iety,"  t o  which she and Mort t r y  sa s e l f -  

enough t o  pu t  Myrt i n  a poor tempera. "Having endowed the 

woman i n  the brawn s u i t  w i t h  several unpleasant q u a l i t i e s ,  

and having assumed the charaacter o f  a woman u n i v e r s a l l y  pu t  

upon" I E L : i U ) ,  Myr-tle i s  l i t t l e  l i k e l y  t o  a l l ow  her  f ee l i ngs  

t o  be assuaged by n o t i c e  o f  any beauty o i  the  mountains, the 
rC 

sea, o r  the  sky, o r  even o f  the  l o v e l y  Ind ian  summer bay. 

I n  contr-ast, "14hat. a --- 
b e a u t i f u l  day!"  

. ~ C _ _ C - - - - -  

Had Myrt known a s t rong  bonding o f  fami ly ,  had she no t  
- i 

f e l t  h e r s e l f  such an i s o l a t e d  e n t i t y ,  she might have been 1 
upon her7sel<' l e s s  needy o f  f e e l i n g  . f 

" s o l i d a r i t y  w i t h  Mort against  people in_ ye_n_e_raJ-fl t&:BZ).  
--. - . - 

Myrt and Mort have un i t ed  themselves as a fami l y  o f  two 



against the world, and t 

own fashion, they are also quick to show resentment. Aloud, 
- 

Mort is saying, "Here's yout- tea, honey;" in his mind, he is 

threatening that "one of these days if she doesn't treat him 

good he certainly will slug her" IEL:S). Planning a better 

than usual suppep to celebrate Mort's first day on a new 

job, Myrt views herself as "the loving wife unselfishly 

arranging a pleasant evening for Mortimet7" (EL: 181. But 

when Mort 1s late in coming home for that dinner, "Half an 

hour later Myrtle was very mad with Mort who was no longer a 

good husband" (EL:26>. It may be that their vanity and 

pretention are all that save them "from recoynizlng the 

meaningless, destructive void that slrround 
- .- -- -__I_ 

However-, rt is their protective wall of vanrty and pretention 

that equally blinds them to any beauty in their surt70unding=. 

- -*." -" / 

Even Mrs. Emblem, the most epicurean of the characters 

in "Tuesday and Wednesday," is "hardly aware of the poignant 

communications of the sky, of brrds, of ocean, forest and 

mountain, although she thinks Vancouver is a nice place" 

(&:51). Ethel Wilson seems to be emphasizing that many 

peaple of Vancouver have become so accustomed to, or feel so 

t*emoved from, what she believes to be one of the most beautiful 
- - - -___ 

settings an this earth, that they no longer see it. W e  have 
"- 4 

-I--, -_ 
noted in Wilson's prevxous novels that characters project 

their experiences, their emations, their degree of 

self-confidence, dissatisfaction, or longing, onto their 



surroundings. Topaz's or Hose's, Hetty's or Frankie's-- 
/ 

everyone 's percept ions are relative. 
L - / 

Moreover, not perceiving any glimpse of an "incot-pureal 

presence" or plan in their universe, the characters a1 l ~ w  

their environment to become self-fulfilling. A hopelessness 

and drabness in one's life can be reflected in a room that 

1s dingy and needs cleaning such as Myrt and Mort's, a room 

in which: 

the bureau Cis1 littered with brush, pins, comb, Eno's, 
face cream, hair, hairnets, powder, beads and old 
dust;..the blankets and flannelette sheets Care3 
unf resh; . . . there C is1 no attempt at cheer or colour.. . 
(&:B) 

Drabness can also be reflected in the "gray blankets" on 

Wort's bed; loneliness, in a "light, which has no shade, 

Changing1 small and naked in the middle of CVicky's1 

(EL:%); false reality, in "all the neon lights" on 

Granville Street; melancholy and sorrow, in the "dark wet 

pavements" of Cordova Street (EL: 127). After Victoria May 

Tritt, Myrt's obsessively shy cousin, has just endured the 

pressure of assuring Myrt, Aunty Emblem, and Irma Flask that 

Mort has died a hero and not a drunken fool, she appreciates 

escaping "into the dark street" so much that, as a result, 

she finds "the air . . . pleasant and the heavy rain 
refreshing" (EL: 127). 

When the characters af "Tuesday and Wednesday" l a c k  - 
to turn to, their [imaglnat ions 

become preoccupied with self-protective but unproductive 



str-eams o f  thought. / Myrt  expends her  enerqies. i n  a d r i v i n g  
t- ./ 

"suspic ion"  and r-esentment o f  " soc i e t y "  people. , M r s .  Emblem 

dwel ls  d a i l y  on th ree po r t i ons  o f  the newspaper. She 

exper-iences a " v i ca r i ous  pleasurefi from no t i ng  the  people 

ch ron ic led  on the Society  Paye, "who so i ndus t r i ou5 l y  and 

sometimes v a i n l y  spend themselves, and are  so p rod iga l  o f  

t h e i r  smiles, and rwsh about so much" (EL:54). She enjoys 

the " funnies,"  i d e n t i f y i n g  w i t h  L i t t l e  Orphan ~ n n ' i e ,  " t he  

etermal l i t t l e  g i r l  who never grows up," and apprec iates 

t h a t  " t he  l i n e s  Cof a cha rac te r ' s ]  jaw Cor l  brow a t  once 

d i sc lose  good o r  e v i l .  You know exac t l y  where you at-=: would 

t h a t  one 's  own acquaintances were so marked " {EE:54). Most 

of  a l l ,  M r s .  Emblem enjoys the  Personal column, and weighs 

the me r i t s  o f  each man's adve r t i s i ng  f o r  a companion. Vicky 

a l s o  r e t r e a t s  i n t o  the unrea l  wor ld  o f  t he  newspapers and 

movie magazines, for- "she Cis1 sa fe  among the people she 

Lknowsl so wel l ,  the t r u e  companions o f  her  mind, who [do3 

no t  know her, who Ed01 no t  even t u r n  t h e i r  faces towards 

her, who [demand3 noth ing  of her--not recogn i t ion ,  no t  even 

a word" (EL: 77). Spurious, imaginary communication w i t h  

people a t  one t-emove from r e a l i t y  replaces the s o c i a l  

i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  r e a l  human contact,  Maybelle Slazenyer 

surrounds h e r s e l f  w i t h  "a good many d o l l s  o f  two o r  th ree  

sexes, . . . Cwho prov ide  her1  w i t h  a pseudo-human g ree t ing  

when she Cr-etur-nsl home inp  the  evening t o  her- smal l  and 

empty f l a t "  (l&:20). A s  "Morty C s i t s l  on the in te rurban car- 



and as he Clooksl out the window, he Cdoesl not see bush, 

small houses, bush, more bush, and drizzly grey mist" 

because he i 5  basking "in the perpetual sunshine that always 

surrounds one's most indulgent dreams" (EL: 10s) . 
Unfortunately, Mart's lrfe is reduced to a series of 

unfulfilled dreams. Anyone who cannot distinguish reality 

is unlikely to comprehend nature, on which a11 t-eality 1s 

based. As we can see, all the characters in "Tuesday and 

Wednesday" compensate for their own inadequacies by flnding 

inadequate substitutions for "the timeless and impersonal 

world to which Cone can turn1 and in which Cone can f xndl 

momentary refreshment " (ST:  258i . 
Ethel Wilson contrasts the escapism and the discontent 

or loneliness of  the majot-ity of these character-s with the 

equanimity of old Wolfenden, who admits hls faults--"He can, 

and does, look back along a sorry pt-ocessron of years which 

he does not regret" (EL:71), and who "has an affinity with 

the scene" of Burrard Inlet with its "peaceful backdrop of 

mountain...and blue clouded or gloomy sky" (i&:69). This 

old indigent's enormous curiosity and interest in the 

seagulls, "these calculating active birds which have little 

to recommend them except their strength, their- fine coarse 

beauty, and their wheeling flight" (EL:b9), and his desire 

to be one of them, affirms his positive identification and 

kinship with nature. by contrast, Victoria May Tritt will 

of ten watch the seagulls, but passively, unable to verbal ire " 



why. The n a r r a t o r  be l i eves  t h a t  the  seaqu l ls  a t t r a c t  Vicky 

because they "are  as anonymous as the crowd o f  people on 

Hast ings S t r ee t  and make no demands upon her "  (&:&El). 

Vicky i s  l i k e  "most people Kwh03 come down here because. 

vaguely, they l i k e  it; o r  because they have noth ing  whatevet- 

t o  do; o r  because they a re  on their-  way t o  somewhere e l s e  

and i t  won' t  h u r t  t o  s top f a r  a minute" (EL:&?). 

The f o l l ow ing  desc r i p t i on  o f  the  harbour appears t o  be 

associated w i t h  Vicky, bu t  the  n a r r a t o r  suggests t h a t  on ly  

w h e n  Vicky a c t i v e l y  watches and pt-ojects her-self i n t o  the 

scene w i  11 she be rewarded by such a v is ion :  

How pleasant  i t  i s  t o  lean against  the r a i l ,  down by 
the C.P.R. dock and watch the  seagu l ls  wheeling, 
a l i g h t i n g ,  tak ing  o f f  again, and f i l l i n g  the  a i r  w i t h  
t h e i r  c r i es .  And as i f  t h a t  were no t  enough, behold the  
waters o f  Burrat-d I n l e t ,  d i f f e r e n t  i n  colout- ton igh t ,  
and t h e  sh ips  ... coming and going, and across the  
water the houses and b u i l d i n g s  neat- the water l i n e  o f  
the  Nor th Shore, a1 1 1 i t  up by the evening sun, and the 
tw in  s p i r e s  of  the  o l d  Ind ian  church by the water, and 
behind a l l  t h i s  the mountains; and behold the  sky! ... 
The eye f o l l ows  the seagul l ,  the f l o a t i n g  log, o i l  on 
the water, the  busy launch, the  two squat f e r r i e s  t h a t  
p l y  between the two shores o f  But-t-ard I n l e t ,  the b i g  
docking ship. One is en te r ta ined  as i n  a dream. 

(EL: &3-69) 

Ethe l  Wilson makes a sad commentat-y an the  ind i f fe rence bred 

i n  many o f  the  na t i ves  o f  Vancouver by the f a m i l i a r i t y  o f  

t he  view, f o r  she notes t h a t  i t  seems t o  be " the  people o f  

the  p r a i r i e  who are  a c t i v e l y  i n t e res ted  i n  t h i s  scene t ha t  

l i e s  be fore  them, Land who3 comment upon the  smel l  o f  t he  

s a l t  and the  d i u r n a l  m i rac le  o f  the  t i d e s  which never f a i l s  

t o  su rp r i se  them" (EL:&?). 



Wolfenden, however, ham a greater love and empathy for 

"in Stanley k in 

a hollow tree" for six months uf the year. Therefore it can 

not be a lack of creature comforts or  material goods that 

prevents people such as Myrt and Murt from enriching theit- 

lives by observing natut-e, for monetarily Wolfenden is 

poorer than they. It is significant that Wolfenden views 

people and natut-e "with the old habit of a wt-itet-'~ eye," 

eagerly noting and remembering every detail. It is 

significant, also, that his prized possession is a volume of 

Montaigne, for in his Essais, Montaigne's "examination of 

himself developed into a study of m a n  and nature... 

Montaigne's last essays reflect his acceptance of life a5 

good and his convictions that man must discover his own 

: nature in ut-der to live with others in peace and dignitylW4 

We see now the advantage Ethel Wilson gives Wolfenden over 

Mort, Myrt, and even Vicky. Like Mantaigne, the old man 

studies nature, and uses his discoleries in fat--mulating his 

own principles. He questions the changing behavior of the 

seagulls: "And why do they go, nightly, and return at 

daybreak? Could they not spend the night het-e'?" IE&:7U) 

He respects the purposefulness and resolve of the seagulls 

and emulates these qualities b y  sleeping among the trees 

even though he must outwit the police to do so. He values 

his continued freedom, his powers of observation, his active 

mind, and because he has been able to come to terms with 



51 

himsel f  and view himsel f  as p a r t  of the na tu ra l  order, "he 

i s  no t  lonely, "  a5 i s  Vicky, and he does not  f e e l  t -esentful  

o f  people who appear more successful  o r  p res t ig ious  than he, 

as do Mort and Myrt. 

Tuesday dawns sunny, and an Indian o r  f a l s e  summer 

warms yet  another day i n  which Mort works a t  a job t ha t  

l a s t s  on ly  a day. The "hot sun Cis1 s e t t i n g "  when Mort 

accompanies h i s  f r iend,  Pork, i n t o  the funera l  pa r lou r  t o  

look around. L i t t l e  does Mort know tha t  the sun w i l l  se t  

f o r  him for-ever the fo l l ow ing  day! The t e x t  a l so  says, "The 

sun, a t  t ha t  t ime o f  the year, goes down suddenly, and then 

1 %  i s  n i g h t  before  you know i t "  tEL:39)  CEmphasis mine3. 

r \ 
Dther omens and i r o n i e s  crowd the story.  T h e  name, "Mort", 

--.-. 
1 

i n  French means "death", and as David Stouck has abserved, 

suggests " f l e s h  and mor ta l i t y . " "  A1 though Mort 

chooses a r i c h  purp le  c o f f i n  f o r  himself--"There'd be some 

s a t i s f a c t i o n  i n  being bur ied  i n  something l i k e  that,"  

(EL:42)-- ironical l y  i t  i s  Myrt t ha t  "--plain as day-- he 

Cseesl l y i n g  there"  (EL: 42). Nevertheless, the funera l  

parlout- has " the  assuaging e f f e c t  on him .., o f  a warm beach 

on a s ta r red  summer n i g h t "  (k:W). Again, i n  few words, 

Wilson i s  ab le  t o  provoke a v a r i e t y  o f  t-eactions from her 

readers. Nei ther  Mort not* any o f  h i s  f r i ends  o r  r e l a t i v e s  

are '  among those Vancouveri t es  who en joy walking, lounging, 

o r  having a beach pa r t y  on the warm beaches on a s ta r red  

summer n ight .  How sad i t  i s ,  Wilson impl ies, t ha t  the 



c lean l ihess  and opulence o f  a  funera l  pa r lou r  shauld b r i n g  

pleasure t o  M o r t  when a l t e r n a t e  na tu ra l  beaut ies are 50 " 

r e a d i l y  ava i l ab le  t o  him. 

T h e  in f luence o f  weather i s  even more not iceab le  as the 

s t o r y  continues t o  Wednesday: "The morning m i  t-acle had again 

de te r io ra ted  i n t o  a  day which was merely a  d u l l  Wednesday 

which promised t o  be wet...the weather had broken" (EL:78). 

The na r ra to r  even f i n d s  the Vancauver weather impovtant 

enough t o  i n j e c t  a  ra the r  lengthy discussion o f  i t :  

When the weather i s  f i n e  i n  Vancouver, f a i r l y  impa r t i a l  
res idents  w i l l  t e l l  you t ha t  i t  i s  f i n e r  there than 
anywhere e l se  i n  the world. That may o r  may not  be 
.%rue; but  i Y  i s  a t  l eas t  t r u e  t ha t  the surroundingzi o f  
Vancouver, on those days, a re  more g l o r i ous  and 
s c i n t i l l a n t  than those o f  any other  nor thern c i t y .  
Other people w i l l  obset-ve t ha t  gloomy days at-e more 
frequent and more gloomy i n  Vancouver than anywhere 
e l se  except i n  the United tc:ingdom. I do no t  know f o r  
sure about that, but  t h i s  :+a5 the k ind of  day tha t  
Mort now l e t  i n t o  the bedroom. Yesterday the mountains 
sprawled nearby i n  f rank g l o r i ous  abandon; today they 
were nowhere t o  be seen. Ne i ther  was the ocean. 

(EL: 78-77] 

To speak a f  " f a i r l y  impa r t i a l  residents" j ok ing ly  imp l ies  

t ha t  the na r ra to r  knows i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  be impar t ia l ,  and 

be l ieves tha t  there are many p a r t i a l  res idents  who would be 

even more glowing i n  t h e i r  defense o f  the weather and t h e i r  

desc r ip t ion  o f  the scenery. E the l  Wilson again h i g h l i g h t s  

the lack o f  observance at- apprec ia t ion  some i nd i v i dua l s  have 

f o r  na tu ra l  surraundings by juxtaposing t h i s  passage w i t h  

the image o f  Mort p u l l i n g  up the b l i n d  q u i e t l y  and l e t t i n g  

i n  what passes f o r  day l igh t ,  bu t  prompted by h i s  
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vulnerability and lack of self-esteem, turning immediately 

from the window to determine in what mood Myrt will be when 

she awakens (EL:78). He did not notice the mountains in 

glorious abandon yesterday. He will not notice the absence 

of the ocean this morning. His personal problems demand 

what little energy he has. 

The narrator hints at a correlatian between weather and 

emotion, external and internal climates, by quoting what 

appears to be an exception: "Although the day was dull and 

promised rain which came later, Myrtle's inner climate was 

equable.. ." (&;82). Mort also begins the day in a good 

humour, but he "the need of a job and some money 

in his pocket" iEL:97). He goes looking for a job that will 

be "reg' lar but not too reg' lar" and applies at a nursery 

from which he was fired years before "for being lazy, 

negligent and incompetent" ( & : 9 6 ) .  Mort's indolence is a 

closer match for "the soft grey day, day soft and damp and 

enervating, air opaque and lethargicw (EL:%}. There is a 

feel of impending threat as references to the worsening 

weather increase: " . . .holding promise af rain" (EL; 96), "the 

rain coming soon" (&:97), and "drizzly grey mist sliding 

past" (EL: 108). By afternoon, "rain Cis1 falling fitfully," 

and Myrtle begins "to become, quite unreasonably, a little 

irritable" ( E L : 8 4 ) .  It is "drizzly evening" by the time 

Mort, walking along F'owell Stt-eet, sees his drunken logger 

friend, Eddie Hansen. Although "the rain Chasl now begun to 



d r i z z l e "  ( & : 9 1 > ,  Vicky T r i t t  chances t o  witness the  meeting 

of  the  two men "across the  m is ty  d r i z z l y  s t t -eet"  (E&:YZ). 

By the t ime Mort and Eddie reach the  dock, i t  i s  " q u i t e  dark 

and the  r a i n  Cmakesl the v i s i b i l i t y  very bad and goodness 

what might have happened t o  Eddie the  o l d  f o o l  i f  Morty 

hadn ' t  been along t o  take care o f  him" (EL:110). W e  soon 

l ea rn  what does happen t o  Eddie. He steps " o f f  the  dark 

what-f i n t o  the dark n i g h t  and C fa i l s3  w i t h  a tremendous 

splash i n t o  the dark water which Cclosesl over him" (EL: f 12) 

and Morty i s  unable t o  save h i s  f r i e n d  and d i es  t r y i ng .  

W e  have, i n  o rder ing  "Tuesday and Wednesday" 

chrono log ica l l y  and according t o  weather, unfolded the c l eve r  

overlapping and d isconnect ion o f  chapters which focus now on 

Mort, now on Myrt  o r  Vicky. I n  fac t ,  Vicky learns  o f  M o r t ' s  

death i n  Chapter 12, before the  account o f  h i s  day begins i n  

Chapter 13. The d i s rup t i ons  i n  the  s t o r y  l i ne ,  together 

w i t h  the worsening o f  the  weather, he ighten the sense of  

chaos and f u t i l i t y ,  o f  impending tragedy. 

The de te r i o ra t i on  o f  the weather serves as more than a 
" - " "-----.. 

E the l  Wilson h e r s e l f  has observed i n  na ture  -- w i t h  osprey 

ca tch ing  f i sh ,  k i t t e n s  ca tch ing  bit-ds -- t h a t  chance o r  

acc ident  can a l t e r  or terminate l i f e  a t  any second. Th ls  i s  

novel la .  As we have leapned i n  The Innocent Trave l le r ,  l l f e  

cann planned w i  
--_- _" - - -  --_ _ _  



" i nca l cu l ab le  s t ranger"  (=:73), causes a l l  t o  " C s l i p l  one 

by one w i  t h  acceptance o r  amazement through the  stt-angel y 

moving c u r t a i n  of Time i n t o  another place". One has no 

immunity from Chance o r  "Trouble". A chance meeting w i t h  

Eddie Hansen on Hastings Street ,  combined w i t h  a chance 

v i s i t  o f  the dock watchman t o  the  bathroom, t-esul ts i n  

Mo r t ' s  death. 

Wilson fu r ther  emphasizes t he  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  o f  chance 

by record ing V icky ' s  thoughts when she learns o f  Mor t ' s  

death. For Vicky becomes 

awar-e how melancholy, how desperately sad l i f e  can 
suddenly become which was a few minutes ago a l l  r i g h t ,  
and happy-almost--and t ha t  people cou ldn ' t  stop dorng 
things, somehow, t h a t  ended l i k e  t h i s ;  and you d i d n ' t  
know i t  would happen and 50 you cou ldn ' t  stop them. 
(EL: 117) 

Because she was orphaned a t  so young an age, E the i  Wiison 

w a s  espec ia l l y  cognisant t h a t  l i f e  i s  never- safe, t ha t  " l i f e  

and t ime Ccontinue3 a5 usual everywhere under heaven w i t h  

p rac t i sed  ease t h e i r  ceaseless f l c t i d  manipulations and 

arrangements o f  circumstance and in f l uence  and spiked chance 

and dec is ion  among member-s o f  the  human fami l y "  (EL:i27). 

By her  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  the  wot-ds "caused" and "enabled", 

.l' 
Wilson re i n fo r ces  a sense o f  ever-widening c i r c l e s  o f  events \  

t ha t  can be se t  i n  motion by chance o r  circumstance: 

such arrangements Cof circumstance and chancel as had 
' caused V i c t o r i a  May t o  be what she was; and had caused 

her t ha t  n i g h t  t o  see Mort sober and Eddie drunk; and 
had caused her  t o  fo rce  he r  smal l  w i  11 upon My r t l e  
Johnson; and had caused her ... by means o f  a l i e  t o  t u r n  
M y r t l e  as ide from her  fu ry ,  and had thus enabled My r t l e  
t o  become the widow o f  a hero, no t  o f  a louse, and 50 



had enabled Myrtle to remember Mort with half grudging 
tenderness...and had caused her IVictoria M a y )  to do 
Mort a great service by so establishing him in general 
reputation and in memory; and had caused Myrtle to 
esteem herself a woman not prefert-ed-for one tatal 
moment--to that souse Eddie Hansen ...: and thus had 
caused Myrtle to continue to dominate Mrs. H.A. Lemoyne 
and Vrctoria May and even lrma Fiask... 

I&: 127-128) LEmphasis mine3 

Consistent with theit- failur-e to acknowledye the 

flourishing natural realm or the potentialities of their own 

natures, the char 
, - ._-- 

likened to domesticated animals and birds, harmless and 

unthreateninq. Victoria May Tritt ici c;e - - en as a "fly" and a 

"poor dawg." Mrs. Emblem, the only character who indulge5 

in creature comforts, ia linked with a kitten--"Mrs. Emblem 

common, woke f t-o to 

time.... settled again and slept" IEL:1271. She is not 

linked, of course, with the predatory aspect of the kitten, 

who can be a "feral, wise, inscrutable little Chunter 

prowling3 on silent paws," but with its capacity for limited 

instinctual physical pleasure, obsetved when the kit ten runs 

to its litter box "with croons o f  delight," and after 

scratching in the dirt, sits down, "a look of blissful 

angelic abstraction" on its face (EL:64). Crowds of people 
-- 

going down Hastings are "silent as fishes, Cswimminy3 

noiselessly past and Cvanishinyl" IEL:89). Mrs. H.Y. 
-- 

Dunkerley is like a small bird as she comes "twitter' 7 

flying across the grass" I E L : 2 6 ) ,  and Vicky's voice in 

church is similar to that of 
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!&:95). Mort's insecure thoughts and feelings are likened 

to a "rough mountainous sea" {&:4), and some of his 

disturbing thoughts Kturnl themselves round and round Pike 

dogs settl.ing down and then they Csettlel to sleep iEL.37). 

When Mort is relieved to see Mrs. Emblem, she is a "radiant 

vision, temporary rainbow" (EL:45). by drawing most of her 

images from nature, Ethel Wilson, through contrast, 

highlights all the more the oblivion of the characters to 

the natural world about them. 1t is only the author and her 

narrator that recognize these unfortunate people as 

belonging to the natural universe of "creatures great and 

small . ' I  

As always in Ethel Wilson's prase, the forces of nature, 

and particularly of water, are "indifferent. " Eddie, in his 

struggle far life, creates only a "dark agitakion of the 

water" and a "dirty spangled light. " We are reminded of the 

beauty of "a warmed beach on a starred summer night, " in 

marked contrast to the horror of "a dark agitatian of the 

water" with its "dirty spangled light." "Spangles" are false 

stars, poor imitations of nature. Just as fish swimming 

down Powell Street are out of their natural element, so 

Eddie and Mort, in the "high tide water," are out of theirs. 

For a few, too brief moments, Mort learns the struggle tat- 

sur9ival. When Mort and Eddie grapple and choke and become 

"bath of them drowned men," their lights, their essences, 

seem extinguished f orevet-. 
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But Mort has "crouched alone up there in the dark.. . in 
the sky it seems...his arm5 extended...undet7 the dim light" 

(EL:l13j, and because he hasn't proven himself "indifferent" 

but has responded to the needs of a fellow human being* he 

has displayed a redemptive heroism. Mort, who has made few 

choices in detet-mining his own existence, indeed, who 

through his lack of thought and pevsonal ambition, has lived 

in a state almost of non-existence, has finally taken hrs  

courage in both hands and made a choice. Although his almost 

instinctual choice results in his death, Mort has affirmed 

his humanity. 

Accidents are nut infrequent in Ethel Wilson 's navels. 

In fact, The Innocent Traveller is the only work in which at 

least one drown ing or near-drown inq does not occut-. Ft-ankie 

Eurnaby's friend, Ernestine, drowns in the sullen Fraser 

River while attempting to rescue a small dog. "The little 

boy was drowned too" (t-&:&), for nature makes no distinction 

between animal and man. Again, it may be the untimely deaths 

of her mother and father- that help Wilson to recognize that 

life is never safe. 

Throughout the reading of "Tuesday and Wednesday", we 

are reminded of the epigraph to The Equatiuns of Love: "What 

is this Terewth.. . ?" Not only do we search for the real 
- < __1_1 - 

truth of the characters. A r e  Myrt and Mort "kindly, 
- 

nt. .. an ideal couple" (EL:25), 

or are they unpredictable, spiteful, and self-centered'? Is 



Morty "kind, debonair, easy, Lor an3 i d l e  l y i n g  drunken 
IIcI.--------- ---- _ I- ------- - -- -- - - -- - 

loafer '?"  Equally, we search f o r  the  r e a l  t r u t h  o f  the 
@ -  
c- - 

environment. Are those whose eyes do not  see s t i l l  a f fec ted  

by the landscape and the  n a t u r a l  elements surrounding them? 

"Tuesday and Wednesday" has proven unequivocably t h a t  the 

n a t u r a l  environment i s  ever present and i n f l u e n t i a l ,  w h e t h e r -  

i t  be a wor ld  o f  beauty and i n s p i r a t i o n  as experienced by 

E the l  Wilson and her  na r ra to r ,  o r  a wot-ld o f  i nd i f f e rence  

and danger, as experienced by Eddie and Mort. L i g h t  and 

darkness, beauty and danger, l i f e  and death--al l  a re  face ts  

of nature. Knowledge o f  one cannot bu t  enhance apprec ia t ion  

a f  the  other .  

For a s t o r y  w i t h  a seeming lack  of na tu ra l  imagery, 

c e r t a i n l y  a lack o f  apprec ia t ion  on the  p a r t  o f  the 

chat-acters f o r  the  beaut ies o f  na tu re  55 c lose  a t  hand, we 

see never theless a c o r r e l a t i o n  between the  l i v e s  o f  the 

people and n a t u r a l  forces such as a i r ,  r a i n  and ocean 

currents .  E the l  Wilson values, and consequently ensures 

t h a t  her  n a r r a t o r  conveys, the gt-andeur o f  landscape t ha t  

c rad les  the  c i t y  o f  Vancouver. She d e t a i l s  the  l i f e  o f  Myrt  

and Mort w i t h  o b j e c t i v e  amusement because fat- people 

unsustained by any foundat ion o f  b e l i e f  o r  purpose, s e l f -  

p r o t e c t i v e  mechanisms a re  perhaps necessary f o r  sut-vival.  

But '  Wilson r eg re t s  t ha t  some people have encapsulated 

themselves i n  t h e i r  rooms, i n  t h e i r  fantas ies,  i n  the i t -  
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uncommunicative bodies. Fee l i ng  an a f f i n i t y  w i t h  the sweep 

o f  water and the "mountains sprawled nearby i n  f rank 

g l o r i o u s  abandon" (EL:74)  cou ld  f o s t e r  the  recogn i t i on  t h a t  

an i n d i v i d u a l  i s  bu t  a smal l  p a r t  o f  an immense n a t u r a l  plan. 

t h a t  one 's  se l f -centered problems a re  Less important than 

being a l i v e  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  d e c i s i v e l y  i n  l i f e .  The 

contemplat ive person would a l s o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  chance and 

accident can change a course o f  events wi thout  watXniny, and 

t h a t  na ture  e f f e c t s  a l l .  No one i s  immune. The characters 

of "Tuesday and Wednesday" a re  surrounded by the  sp lendours 

and the dangers o f  nature. To be unaware o f  i t s  power-s i s  

t o  be miss ing a very necessary dimension o f  l i t e ,  the sense 

o f  being a t  one w i t h  the g i a n t  "web of  c rea t ion . "  

" L i l l y ' s  Storyit  begins i n  the  same lowet- economic area o f  
I " -__.,_---..I- 

Vancouver as "Tuesday and Wednesday." Because E the l  Wilson 

so success fu l l y  leaves her  readers w i t h  a s t rong impression 

of  grey, drab, denatura l ized urban s u r r ~ u n d i n g s  i n  "Tuesday 

and Wednesday" and because " L i l l y ' s  S tory"  descr ibes an 

escape t o  the  wooded area o f  Comax and the  r u r a l  countrys ide 

o f  the  Fraser Valley, i t  perhaps comes as a su rp r i se  t o  

r e a l i z e  t h a t  there  i s  f a r  more n a t u r a l  imagery inc luded i n  

the former s t o r y  than the l a t t e r .  I n  "Tuesday and Wednesday", 

the  ~ p l e n d o u ~  o f  the n a t u r a l  s e t t i n g  h i g h l i g h t s  a l l  the  more 

the  imper fec t ion  o f  the s o c i a l  order, prov ides a sense o f  r 
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the divine not comprehended by many in a conventional church, /' 

and uplifts and inspires or not according to the sensitivity 

and imagination or lack of it in the beholder. In "Lilly's 

Story", it is almost as if Lilly is a part of nature without 

recognizing it, She is likened to animals, feels hunted as 

one, and protects her young. Because Lilly sa focuses un 

protecting her daughter to the exclusion of noticing nature, 

Ethel Wilson has less opportunity or need tu describe nature, 

and because Li 1 ly 's exposure of her off spring to natural 

surroundings ultimately a1 lows her daughter to appt-eciate 

"an incorporeal pt-esence" in nature, Wilson likely does nat 

feel required, as in the first novella, to prove that the 

healing powers of nature exist if only one could "see." 

Although often removed from an immediate natural 

setting, Lilly is likened to a hunted animal, living by 

instinct. Even when she moves to the lush greenery of  the 

countryside near Comox, a small cammunity on Vancouver 

Island, ti1 ly t-eceives no emotional or spiritual fulfillment 

from nature. She does not feel an attachmei~t to place, as 

do Rachel and Rose of The Innocent Travel let-, and has no 

concept of a "genius loci" as does Frankie burnaby in Hetty 

Dorval. However, Lilly does briefly glimpse a parallel 

between the natural world and human life in a scene of 

ptx&datory struggle amang several animals. 

In Ethel Wilson's previous works, many characters have 
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gained enjoyment, relaxat ion, or inspiration f ram nature. 

However, it is not until "Lilly's Stot-y" that lessons 

learned from natut-e are actually applied to a character's 

own life. "Lilly '5 Story" anticipates the v e r y  personal 

relationship between Maggie and natural beings and phenomena 

that plays such an important part in Swamp Hnqel. 

During her childhoad and youth, Lilly is very similar 

to the chat-actet-5 o f  the first novella in The kquat-ions of 

Love, for- she has not been "accust~med to plan;  she Chas l  

gone unt-~sistingly with things as they art-ived to her" 

It&: 160). Abandoned by her parents as a child, Lilly is 

frequently likened to a small yellow cat, and "indeed the 

only difference between Lilly and the cat in their 

apprehension of the futut-e Cis1 that same day, no doubt, 

Lilly Cwilll plan for a tomat-row and the cat never Cwill3" 

<EL: 146) . When Li 1 ly hears her mother and the lodger coming 

ta fetch her and leave her in the care of a neighbuur, Lilly 

slips away to hide in the same manner as does her "little 

cat" (EL: 147). When Lilly later decides to run off to 

Vancouver-, s h e  again is "like a little cat. no worse and nu 

better" {&:IS&,). Her instinctual behavior is emphasized: 

"She took things as they came, living where she could! 

. . . p  rotecting herself by lies or by truth..." IE&:i56). 

I t  is instinct that drives Lilly to take a ferry to 

Nanaimo, fo r  "never in her young animal life Chas she3 



l o o k e d  b e l o w  t h e  s u r f a c e  o f  t h i n g s  a5 t h e y  o c c u r r e d ,  n o r  

C h a s l  s h e  l o o k e d  w i t h i n  bet-self" (EL: 1.50). I t  is i n s t i n c t  

t h a t  d r i v e s  h e r  t o  t a k e  s h e l t e r  w i t h  a Welsh m i n e r ,  Ranny, 

a5 "Hanny w a s  o n l y  a k e n n e l  i n t o  which  a h o m e l e s s  w o r t h l e s s  

b i t c h  c r a w l s  away f rom t h e  r a i n ,  a n d  o u t  o f  which  s h e  w i l i  

c r a w l  a n d  f rom which  s h e  w i l l  g o  away l e a v i n g  t h e  k e n n e l  

empty  a n d  f o r g o t t e n "  ( E L : i 6 4 ) .  I n d e e d ,  a t  f i r s t  het- d e f e n c e  

o f  h e r  baby is p u r e l y  i n s t i n c t u a l - -  " L i l l y ' s  w h o l e  body and  

s p i r i t  which  h a d  n e v e r  known a d i r e c t i o n ,  w e r e  now s o l e l y  

d i r e c t e d  t o w a r d s  g i v i n g  b a b y  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  L i l l y  c o u l d  

g i v e  h e r "  IEE&:173). I n  " p l a n n e d  d u p l i c i t y  a n d  i n  r u t h l e s s  

s e l f - d e f e n c e "  (I&: 169), L i l l y  a s s u m e s  t h e  r e s p e c t a b l e  

i n d e n t i t y  o f  a widow, M r s .  Walter Hughes. 

Fot- much o f  h e r  l i f e ,  L i l l y  l i v e s  i n  tear  o f  b e i n g  

h u n t e d  or  t r a c e d ;  h e n c e  s h e  is f r e q u e n t l y  l i k e n e d  t o  o t h e t -  

a n i m a l s  i n  d a n g e r  o f  b e i n g  h u n t e d .  A f t e r  b e i n g  q u e s t i o n e d  

by  t h e  p o l i c e  fot-  u n w i t t i n g l y  d e l i v e r i n g  d r u g s  or  s t o l e n  

g o o d s ,  s h e  r u n s  away t o  h i d e  " i n  t h e  woods, a n d  f h u d d l e s 3 ,  

f r i g h t e n e d ,  s i l e n t  as a b i r d "  (EL: IY9) .  S h e  la ter  a c c e p t s  

l i n g e r i e  and T o p a z ' s  b i c y c l e  ftwm Y o w ,  t h e  Edgewot- ths '  

C h i n e s e  cook, because of h e r  " i n o r d i n a t e  desire f o r  things" 

(&:137). When s h e  f i n d s  t h a t  Y o w  h a s  s t o l e n  them, hawevet-, 

s h e  a g a i n  r u n s  l i k e  a n  a n i m a l ,  " r u n n i n g  r u n n i n g  t h r o u g h  the 

d a r k  l a n e ,  s t o p p i n g ,  c r -ouch ing  i n  t h e  shadows ,  l i s t e n i n g ,  

h a r d l y  d a r i n g  t o  look: a r o u n d  h e r "  (EL: 145). B e c a u s e  L i l l y  

is te t - t - i f  i e d  o f  b e i n g  d i s c o v e t - e d  by  t h e  p o l i c e ,  h e r  " f e a t -  
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C i s 3  stretched to any height of cunning and self-protection" 

(E&:159). She looks "r-ound about her like one hunted," and 

walks with "her naturally light tread made lighter b y  feat-" 

itx: 159). 

Fear of her pat-ents and of the police is replaced b y  a 

fear that someone might recognize her and reveal her 

unsavoury past or- Eleanor 's i 1 legi t imacy. When she works as 

a housekeeper for the Butlet-5, Lilly seldom ventures into 

town, and af ter she moves to the Ft-aser Valley to avoid 

Eleanop's being labelled a "maid's daughter," she also 

refuses to visit Vancouvet- for feat- a f  being recagnized. 

fear is like a steel trap used to ensnare and hold captive 

animals--"about and behind her Cspreadsl always her 

intangible and invisible Then, solid as steel, inescapable 

a5 past birth or death to come, making het- Now always 

insecure and always scrupulous" (f&:222). Indeed, although 

Lilly is "humanized" by having a home of her own in the 

Valley, years pass befare she feels secure there, "and the 

reality of the edifice which she [has3 built, of which Mrs. 

Walter Hughes Ei57 the culmination, Lwavet-53 sometimes 

uncertainly before the pseudo-real i ty of what Chas3 real f y  

been her life" tEEZ:209-210). When Yow by chance appears a5 

cook at the hospital employing Lilly, she once again is 

likened to a hunted animal, "drawing back and back into the 

shade at her kitchen curtains like a silent animal 

withdrawing into the covet- of the forest" (E&:242). 
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"Year after year now CLi lly3 had 1 ived in an obscurity 

that was so planned and safe that there were times when it 

seemed that %he years of vagrancy had never been" tEL:243) .  

But, as Ethel Wilson is quick to emphasize, life is never 

safe. "Leaving those who were her life" CEEi:245), feeling 

more alone and isolated than ever, Lilly flees to 1-oronto. 

A stranger perceives her a s  "a deer in the city ... a deer- 
dressed in black ... C a J  sabled deer startled on the edge of 

the multitude...the voices of the multitude startle the 

del icate eleqant deer" CELs 267). 

Ihr-oughout her P ife, Li lly has been as engaged in the 

struggle to survive as other natural beings but she is 

denied their "freedom" and unfettered "motion." On the 

fit-st journey that she has ever undertaken, that to Nanaimo, 

Lilly does experience "a new feeling of something light and 

oblivious, the consolation of sea and wind and strange 

wooded shores" t E t : l b O ) .  She gives herself up "to the wind 

that Cwhipsl her face and to the slapping and the cut-ling of 

the water against the side of the ship, .,. feeling sorry that 
she Chas3 slept through the journey" (EL: 160). A1 though 

Lilly feels no identification with the elements, the wind 

and the water may be a signal to her, as well as to a reader, 

of  imminent change, because for the first time in hev life 

she,expet-iences "an unfamiliar instinct to plan her futut-e" 

(EL: 160). 
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Ethel Wilson frequently enriches her portrayal of the 

natural landscapes of British Columbia by affirming theit- 

historical and continuing associations with explorers and 

early inhabitants. In describing "the well-wooded and 

watered area of Vancouver Island ... [that] was inhabited by 
the Comox Indians" and "the qreen and wooded contours that 

Cstill3 slope down to t h e  Salt Chuck--to the sea" (&:170j, 

Wilson effectively meets "the challenge for coastal 

wr-itet-s.. . to evoke Cthe3 extraat-dinary phenomenon of 
greenness and growth. " But a1 though pioneer poet Eric 

Duncan recollects fifty-seven years later the indelible 

impression he received upon his arrival at Uomox in J'crne, 

1887: "everything was a tangle af yreen. I had never seen 

such growth before, and I shall never forget my first sight 

of it--I can shut my eyes and see it now" -, when Lilly 

first arrives in Comox, she is "more aware of the agitation 

within her than she was of the green beauty of the 

unfamiliatq fields that border the dusty road" (EL: 1 7 2 ) .  

Years later Lilly remembers, "but not often," only the "grey 

o f  cold dawnings" as she rows "under the slaty sky" on "the 

surface of the slaty sea" (E.:17CI), Despite her willingness 

to make every sacrifice for her daughter, Lil ly 's perception 

of her surroundings undoubtedly reflects her early feel iny5 

of subservience and loneliness. Nor is it assuring that the 

memories of "all the Cothet-l people who lived Cin Comoxl and 

are there no longer" were of the little village lying oreen 
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and solden t o  the  sunshine a t  the  end o f  the t r a i l .  " This  

suggestion o f  the pastut-a1 mode reminds us o f  "Fern H i i f , "  

i n  which Dylan Thomas t e l l s  o f  " ch i l d ren  green and golden" 

u n w i t t i n g i y  bu t  i r revocab ly  l o s i ng  t h e i r  innocence and t h e i r  

youth. For al though the c y c l i c  seasons o f  na ture  h i n t  a t  

permanence and renewal, Time ho lds  a l l  l i v i n g  c rea tures  a t  

" t he  mercy o f  h i s  means." "Fern H i l l "  conta ins many 

images o f  hunt ing: "huntsman," "spellbound hot-ses," " foxes 

and pheasants," and w e  a re  reminded t ha t  n e i t h e r  we nor 

L i l l y  a re  l i k e  those o ther  two hunters  i n  " L i l l y ' s  S tory" ,  

" the  two ancient  p ieces o f  Chinese po t te ry ,  a hound amd a 

horse.. . . Lwho are1 c reatures  detached f ram o rd ina ry  1 i v i n g "  

(EL: 178), unscathed and undying. L i l  l y ,  cont inu ing  her- 

s e l f l e s s  s a c r i f i c e  f o r  much of her  l i f e ,  w i l l  on l y  become 

inc reas ing ly  lone ly ,  "co lour less , "  and "dowdy." L i k e  the  

Matron whom she befr iends,  L i l l y  w i l l  no t  be immune from 

"lameness," "pain," " a r t h r i t i s ,  at- a f a l l  o r  one o f  those 

th ings"  (EL:240) t h rus t  upon her  by chance. 

Nowhere, no t  even in "a b e a u t i f u l  dead end i n  the green 

o f  the countrys ide"  i s  a person ever "secure" iEtZ:172>. 

Indeed, whether o r  no t  L i l l y  subconsciously perceive5 the 

f l ee t ingness  o f  youth and beauty and innocence by her 

exposure t o  the  beaut ies o f  her  surroundings, the n a r r a t o r  

and 

the  

Cbt-i 

the reader- c e r t a i n l y  do, when on a " f a i r  day o f  summer 

f resh  l ove l i ness  o f  the  place w i t h  a l i g h t  b r e e z e  blowing 

ng53 t o  L i l l y  one o f  those p e r f e c t  moments o f  t ime t ha t  



seem to 'last for-ever but do not last forever, and are so 

fleeting that they make some people afraid" (EL: 191). It is 

only moments later that Lilly witnesses the inherently ct-uel 

struggle f o r  survival, "the small battle on t h e  sand spit" 

that forms the central image of her story. A rabin, who is 

tt-ying to pick up and cart-y off a snake, is suddenly stalked 

by the kitten that has been "transformed into a ruthless 

hunting cat." The kitten almost becomes prey to a Large 

eagle, who in turn is "assailed from the rear" b y  two of his 

enemies, a gull and a crow iEL: l3l-l9Z;1. i 4  scene of 

innocence can be transformed in an inztant to the violence 

and ter-rot- of the hunt. Just as the little snake "slides, 

coils, and lashes out" to preserve its own life, so Lilly 

must do the same to protect the secut-ity of her offspring. 

Significantly, "the kitten did not see the eagle ... the 
robin did not see the kitten... the eagle did not see the 

two enemies.. . " (EL; 192). Zn life, too, one can never 

foresee Chance or Trouble, Life can be fearful, 

unpredictible. Even the normally imperceptive Lilly notices: 

"Everything after something ... seems like everything's ct-uel, 
hunting something" (EL; l 9 : Z ) .  

hlthough "the cycle which she Chas3 just been watching 

Ccreates3 little philosophical stir in Lilly beyond this 

faint uneasiness" (E1:193), within hours she will indeed 

find that perfect moments are too good to last, and that she 

must leave the security of  her home with the Butlet-5: 



And L i l l y ,  who had l e f t  t h e  h o u s e  t h a t  a f t e r n o o n  w i t h  
h e r  u s u a l  e q u a b i l i t y ,  a n d  h a d  l a i n  h a l f  awake  h a l f  
a s l e e p  upon t h e  s u n n y  g r a s s  w i t h  n e v e r  a care i n  t h e  
w o r l d .  a n d  had  t h o u g h t  t h a t  l i f e  w a s  p e r f e c t ,  a n d  h a d  
w a t c h e d  t h e  h u n t  o f  b i r d  a n d  b e a s t  a n d  r e p t i l e ,  c a m e  
b a c k  t o  t h e  h o u s e  a l e r t ,  a l a r m e d ,  h u n t e d ,  a n d  
c o m m i t t e d  t o  a p l a n  from which  s h e  would  n o t  t u r n  a s i d e .  

(EL: 1 ~ 6 1  

B e c a u s e  o f  t h e  '"life o f  h a p p y  o r d e r "  t h a t  h e r  mothet- 

a s s u r - e s  f o r  h e r ,  E l e a n o r  h a s  v e r y  d i  t f  e t - e n t  memor ies  a n d  

s e n s i t i v i t i e s  a b o u t  n a t u r e .  S h e  remembers  t h e  b e a u t y  a n d  

u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  i n n o c e n c e  o f  "a g r e a t  ca t  w i t h  b e a r d s  on 

h i s  c h i n  a n d  a s t t - o n g  t u f t  o f  h a i r  o n  the end o f  each o f  h i s  

ears Cwho1 sat  p r o u d l y  i n  t h e  s u n ,  owning t h e  wot-ld" 

(EL:171). T h e  l y n x ,  d e s p i t e  o p e n i n g  " i t s  mouth w i d e  i n  a 

s i l e n t  c r y , "  l e a v e s  t h e  s m a l l  c h i l d  unharmed i n  t h e  " s u n n y  

g l a d e . "  I n  h e r  own i n n o c e n c e ,  s h e  h a s  n o  s e n s e  o f  b e i n g  o n e  

o f  t h e  h u n t e d .  

E t h e l  W i l s o n  r e m i n d s  u s  o f  t h e  r e l a t i v i t y  o f  o n e ' s  

p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  n a t u r e  when s h e  te l l s  o f  t h e  " c a t ' s  mind 

Cwhich would  s u r v e y 1  t h e  m e a n i n g l e s s  sea a n d  s h o r e ,  and  t h e n  

would  v a n i s h  i n t o  t h e  m e a n i n g f u l  woods a n d  g r - a s s e s "  (&:I%>. 

Faddy ,  c o n t e n t e d  t o  h a v e  L i l l y  i n  t h e  t r u c k ,  a p p r e c i a t e s  

t h a t  " s c a t - v e s  o f  m i s t  a n d  smoke l a y  upon a l a n d s c a p e  o f  

g o l d e n  p o p l a r s ,  d a r k  c o n i f e r s ,  b r o a d  meadows, ... t h e  w i n d i n g  

r i v e r  r e f l e c t i n g  f o r e s t  a n d  s k y . .  . (&:225-226>, b u t  a f t e r  

L i l l y  s t r i k e s  him "across t h e  f a c e  i n  a f r e n z y  o f  f e a t -  o i  

h e r s e l f ,  " h e  l o o k s  o u t  " f u r i o u s l y  o v e r  t h e  d r e a m i n g  

l a n d s c a p e  which  h e  n o  lunge t -  C s e e s S "  (EL:227). F o r  L i l l y ,  
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"who C i s 3  m a t t e r - o f - f a c t ,  a n d  i n  whom i n t r o s p e c t i o n ,  p o e t r y ,  

o r  c o n t e m p l a t i o n  Chave l  n o  p l a c e "  (EL: l B 7 I ,  " t h e  w o r l d  

o u t s i d e  Cdoes3 n o t  e x i s t  ... or ,  i f  i t  C d o e s l ,  i t  C i s 2  o f  n o  

s i g n i f i c a n c e  " (EL: - X W f .  Tu Eleanor, h o w e v e r ,  t h e  sea, t h e  

s h o r e ,  a n d  t h e  s a n d  s p i t  w i t h  i t s  " b l o w i n g  g r a s s e s  e t e r n a l l y  

b l o w i n g "  a n d  i ts  s m a l l  p e t  cemete t -y - -a l l  h a v e  meaning.  Even 

t h s u y h  to  L i l l y  " t h e  w o r l d  o f  the i n v i s i b l e  s e n ~ i e s  C i s 3  

c l a s e d ,  " s h e  p r o v i d e s  h e r  d a u g h t e r -  w i t h  s u c h  a n  e n v i r o n m e n t  

t h a t  "when her- d a y  s h o u l d  c o m e ,  CEleanot.3 wuufd e x p e r i e n c e  

l o v e  a n d  f r i e n d s h i p  a n d  b e a u t y ,  j o y ,  s o r r o w  a n d  t h e  p o e t r y  

o f  e x p e r i e n c e "  (EL: 194). A s  E l e a n o r  g r o w s  a n d  is e x p o s e d  

t o  more  o f  t h e  b e a u t i f u l  n a t u r a l  s c e n e s  s u r r o u n d i n g  h e r ,  s h e  

becomes  i n c r e a s i n g l y  " a w a r e  o f  t h e  i n c o r p o r e a l  pt--esence i n  

a i r ,  a n d  l i g h t ,  a n d  d a r k ,  a n d  e a t - t h ,  a n d  sea, a n d  s k y ,  a n d  

i n  h e r s e l f ,  o f  s o m e t h i n g  u n e x p r e s s e d  a n d  i n e x p r e s - s i i b l e ,  t h a t  

t r a n s c e n d s  a n d  h e i g h t e n s  o r - d i n a r y  l i f e ,  a n d  is its 

complement"  (E&:lSY). W i l s o n  e m p h a s i z e s  t h a t  t h i s  

p e r c e p t i o n  o f  a d i v i n i t y  i n  t h e  b e a u t i e s  of n a t u r e  is a t  

t h e  6t-ux o f  a m e a n i n g f u l  f i f e ,  fu t -  " w i t h o u t  i t ,  l i f e  is 

u n i n f o r m e d ,  a n d  l i i e  i n  L i l l y  w a s  uninfot -med,  w i t h o u t  p o e t t - y  

or e c s t a s y  ot- a n g u i s h ,  w i t h  l i t t l e  d i v i n a t i o n  i n  human 

r e l a t i o n s "  (EL: 194). 

P s y c h o l o g i c a l l y ,  L i l l y  s e e m s  imper-vious  ta t h e  s e a s o n s ,  

E leano t -  becomes  " a w a r e  as t i m e  Cyoes3 on. .  . t h a t  h e r  mothet- 

Chas3 l i t t l e  s e n s e  o f  humout- a n d  l i t t l e  o f  b e a u t y .  'T'het-e is 

a w i l d  d i s o r d e r  o f  n a t u r e  w h i c h  is b e a u t y .  E l e a n o r  Ccan3 
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see it and feel it and Lilly Ccanl not feel it all" <k&"7-'~~>j .  . &.-I 

Yet Lilly seems instinctively attuned to the "cycle" of the 

seasons, for it is when "the air fsoftens3 and spring and 

buds and birds Eappearl all over the Valley" that she falls 

in love with Faddy. When Lilly realizes t h a t  she cannot 

succumb to her passion fotx Paddy, "autumn Ccomesl and the 

countryside Lis3 mellow and beautiful but Lilly Cdoesl not 

notice the beauty" (L :225) .  Even though "scenet-y Chasj no 

charms" for Lilly, Ethel Wilson again uses natural imaget-y 

to papallel and illumine the time and the mood of Lifly's 

life, for she has now lived in years of planned and safe 

obscuri ty. 

6s always, we are reminded that life's pleasures at-e 

brief and fragile. misfortune arrives in the form of Yow, 

and Lilly must once again flee. However, adversity also 

strengthens character and can bring its own rewards. Far in 

Toronto, Lilly has no fear of being recognized, and she is 

assessed by Mr. Sprockett for what her life o f  sacriiice has 

made het--"a very very fine woman" (EL:2&9). Even one who 

reacts to nature on an instinctive level learns from its 

laws. LiPly decides that 

if loving Mr. Sprockett meant looking after him and 
thinking for him and caring for him and guarding him 
from hat-m and keeping things nice like she'd always 
done for Eleanor and for the Matron, then she could 

' love him, and she was his, and he was hers. (k&:2/7) 

T h e  tension of fear and flight, so prevalent in this novel 



and in nature, is balanced by Lilly's gt-awing sense of 

contentment and security. 

Lilly has been so preoccupied with negotiating the 

"dusty through life that she has had no time or 

inclination to recognize the "unfamiliar- fields" with theit- 

natural "green beauty." Unlike Wort, Lilly knows she can 

never be immune from Chance or Trouble, and is evet, an the 

alert f o r  it. Lilly has had a purpuse and has not alluwed 

tierself to be swayed in this put-pose by chance suggestions 

or encounters with others. 

Thpough the choices she has made, Lilly has directed 

het- .life to the best of her ability. Like Maggie in Swamp 

Anqel, she comes to understand that "a clean well-lighted 

place offers us the only security ... in a vast impersonal 
complicated landscape that could overwhelm us with its 

immensity as well as its indifferent beauty, its inevitable 

darkness. " Most of all, thraugh her- caving actions and 

the loving protection she has given Eleanor in fare of all 

dangers ,  she has enabled her daughter to experience that 

very necessary dimension in life, the sense of being at one 

with the giant "web of creation." 



CHAPTER 4 

Swamp h q e l  and "The Miraculous Interweaving of Creation" 

In the best known of het- novels, Swamp Hnoel, Ethel Wilson 

contends that human identity and human interaction depend 

upon, and retain, an "essence of place." Especially 

susceptible herself to the influence of "place," she 

demonstrates how it applies to encountevs such a5 those 

occurring in her novels: 

A meeting in the desert, a meeting at sea, meeting in 
the city, meeting at night, meeting at a grave, meeting 
in the sunshine beside the forest, beside water. Human 
beings meet, yet the meetings are not the same. 
Meeting partakes in its very essence not only of the 
persons but af  the place of meeting. And that essence 
of place remains, and colaurs, faintly, the assaciation, 
perhaps for ever. 

Just as Hetty Dorval is associated with the flight of the 

wild geese, the sagebt-ush, the confluence of the Fraset- and 

Thompson Rivers, so Maggie, the protagonist of Swamp Anqel, 

is linked indelibly with Three Loon Lake, with its harmony 

and potential treachery. 

But as the excerpt implies, "essence" is far more 

quintessential, valuable, and permanent than "association." 

We will appreciate, as the story of Magyie and the Swamp 

Angel unfolds, that Maggie has become so truly united with 

her natuval surroundinqs that even were she to remove 

het-self f rom Three Loon Lake for a time, the "essence" of 

it would remain a permanent, "unloseable" part of her. 



An examination of the relationship between Ethel 

Wilson 's characters and their environment in Swamp Anqel 

reveals a wealth ofkumpat-isons and contrasts with similar 

relationships in her other books. Against the char-actet-5 

ofthe urban setting of "Tuesday and Wednesday", one can 

weigh from Swamp Anqel not only the equally shallow 

andmisdirected Eddie Vardoe, but also the well-adjusted 

Quong family and the relatively contented, philosophical 

Mrs. Severance. Even mot-@ significant comparisons can be 

made among characters who identify more closely with natut-e. 

Although the characters in The Innocent Traveller and Hetty 

Qorval can feel an emotional fulfillment and an 

identification or feeling of ownership for "place," and 

although Lilly has a vague consciousness of a lesson to be 

learned from nature, it is not until Swamp Anqel that the 

impact of the environment on one's emotions and daily life 

is fully explored. The quality of one's relationship with 

environment determines whether place becomes an entrapment 

or a nurturing presence, determines whether time drags 

interminably or a1 lows for release and contentment. More 

than in any of her previous works, Ethel Wilson develops in 

Swamp Ansel the sensibilities of the characters and the 

philosophy of the narrator to make a strong statement on the 

harmony and disharmony existing between humanity and nature. 

The author effectively exploits her stance a5 

omniscient nar-rator to allow further insight into the 
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thoughts and emotions of the characters and to clarify the 

"existence and relation of [the3 two worlds of man" alluded 

to in The Innocent Traveller--the "world of Time" in which 

"men Cbusyl themselves pa~nfully about the present and the 

future" and "the timeless and impersanal world to which men 

C turn3 and in which they Cf indl momentary refreshment" 

(I'J:258). Ethel Wilson seems ever aware of the extent to 

whlch the environment, whether it be  natural, social. or 

modified by man, embeds a symbolic scheme in human 

consciousness, defining its very being.= Just as Wilson 

felt a kinship with her surroundings when gazing out the 

windows of her apartment at Stanley Park. the Not-th Shore 

mountains, the freighters in the bay," so " M r s .  Vat-doe 

Chas3 become attached to, even absorbed into, the sight from 

the front-room window of inlet and forest and mountain" 

iSA:13).  The human mind rneryes with nature. This 

p5ychological equation is established in the first two lines 

of the novel and is maintained throughout. "Ten twenty .- 

fifty brown birds" flying past the window coax "a fringe of 

Mrs. Vardoe's mind" to fly aftet- them, to become one with 

the natural world (SA: 131. 

The "strong calculating, rapacious" seagull is the bit-d 

often associated by Wilson in het- books, The Innocent 

~t-avel let- and The Esuat ions ot Love, wi th having access 

both to the world of nature and the vicissitudes of urban 

life. Although Maggie has made elaborate plans to leave her 
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husband, Eddie Vat-doe, and to disappear without a trace, she 

is not likened to the seagull "who does not love his own 

kind or humankind...who is slave to nothing but his own 

insatiable appetite" (IT: 2&:+261). Instead she is 

associated with the small brown birds also described in 

Wilson's short stories, "The Window" and "The Birds", birds 

noted for the passion of their flight, for- their 

vulnet-ability, their ability to migrate. Maggie, like b,- 

the brown birds, can be destroyed when confr-onted by a mere 

reflection of reality. As Eddie Hansen, the capable high 

rigger of "Tuesday and Wednesday", is out of his element in 

the city, so Maggie is divorced from h e r  natural element of 

mountains, trees, and animals. 

In a situation similar to Haggle's, the woman in "The 

Birds" is suf fer-ing f ram her decision to terminate her 

relationship with a man. She, too, becomes as one wlth the 

"living birds who were tossing themselves in the air and 

flying from tree to tree," for she exclaims, " I was a bird:", 

and the birds were I." But she views herself also as the 

little bird who dashes itself against the glass and falls, 

"its mouth split and its bones broken by the passion of its 

flight," for "yesterday Cshel had bashed Cherl head against 

the reality that was waiting for Cher3, invisible, and had 

broken Cherf neck" ( M 3 : & 4 ) .  The thought, for this young 

woman, "of the merry birds and the birds in the years to be, 

falling outside the window, C i s  sickening]" (Ibid.). She 



recognizes, as do Maggie Vat-doe and her alter-ego, Nell 
7.- 

Severance, that 1 i f e, even -- - 

never pt-edictible or safe. In life as in nature, chance and 
-. -- - -  

chanqe are ever-threatening. 
i 

To emphasize her detet-minatian and resiliency, Maggie 

i I is fur-thet- likened to the small bit-ds--"she would build in 

j 
i time again, or again, like the bird who obstinately builds 

I again its destroyed nest" (53: 14). She has come to the 
I 

, painful realization that she must leave the t-epression of !/,-- 

/ bath her hol low marriage and her st i f l ing urban surround ings. 
i 

For an urban environment has as equally an inscribing 

effect as a natural one. In E t h ~ i  Wilsan's fiction both the 

rnfluence and the perception of setting are subjective and 

relative. Wilsan recognizes that a confiyuratian of 

strut tures such as houses, gardens and mountain barriers 

imposes a habitual pattern on the movement, the social and L+--  

temperamental disposition of people.= Such was the 

patterning of  "small" garden, "dusty" road, mountains that 

"rear themselves straight up" to form an escarpment" iSA:  l 3 i  

from which Maggie Vardoe determines to escape. Because 

Maggie ha5 "endured humiliatians" in this place, her "almost 

unbearable resentments" (53 :  1 3 )  are projected a l l  the more 

into images of canf inement and restraint. Houses and 

mountains form barriers, and escape from this expanding 

city an its "tongue o f  land" ISS&:22) is Maggie's only hope 

ot attaining freedom and peace of.mind. J 



Both Maggie and Frank ie  But-naby are  condi t ioned by 

the i r 'natut -a1 surroundings, bu t  they perce ive  phys ica l  

landmarks from d i f f e r i n g  psychologica l  pet-spectives. 

Ft-ankie, look ing  i n  a m i r ro r ,  contents h e r s e l f  w i t h  a 

r e f l e c t i o n  o f  r e a l i t y .  She sees a confinement o f  mountains, 

o f  the world, and p r e f e r s  the s e c u r i t y  o f  a p r e d i c t i b l e ,  

unchanging environment. Maggie, whose mind p r o j e c t s  forward 

t o  her  escape i n t o  the i n t e r i o r  o f  the province, views the 

mountains o f  Vancouver's Nar th Shore as "slope behind slope, 

R l l l  beyond h l l l ,  g rv ing  an impression o t  the  mountains 

whlch was f l u i d  na t  solid" (53: 13). 
\ 

Vulgar- and pt-etent lous, Edward Vat-doe has aroused only\ 

i p i t y  and resentment i n  Maggie's hear t .  In terested on ly  i n  

h i s  n e w  r e a l  es ta te  company, h l s  new cat- and new clothlnyFd' 
/ 

,,/ 
he has taken no n o t i c e  o f  Maggie's a i t l o n ~  or emotions. The 

e f f e c t  o f  Vat-doe on Maggie's l i f e  has been as despo i l i ng  a5 

the e f f e c t  o f  the  c i t y  and highways on the phys ica l  

landscape. Upon leav ing  Vancouver, Maggie f o l l ows  nei thet-  

of the  two roads t h a t  wauld have met the approval o f  het- 

"discarded bu t  s t i l l  l aw fu l  husband." Along one road, the 

" d e l i c a t e  impression Caf n a t u r a l  beaut ies1 i s  crowded out 

and vanishes, o b l i t e r a t e d  by every convenience" IS&:21). Un 

the  other, " t he  landscape i s  being despoiled, a5 i t  must, on 

behalf o f  groups o f  small houses, a g o l f  course, schools, a 

cemetery, a l l  the  amenit ies o f  l i v i n g ,  learning, playinq, 

and dying" iS3:21) .  



Is the phrase, "as it must," one of Ethel Wilson's r~ 

swift thrusts of irony3 Alexandra Collins has noted that 

Wilson, despite her link to British tradition, "snares with 

CAmerican writers1 a concevn for maintaining the human past 

in the face of the frontier or the vulgarity of an urban 

culture which has developed tao quickly." ' In view of the 

pt-esent widespread destruction of British Columbia's 

choicest agricultural lands in Richmond and the Fraset- 

Valley for housing developments, and the threat to wildlife 

preserves because of a desire for more golf courses, Ethel 

Wilson shows admirable ecological fot-esight in this novel of 

the early 1950's. 

Even mare ironical is Ethel Wilson's suggestion that 

she has listed "all the amenities of living, learning, 

playing, and dying." As we shall perceive through the 

remainder of the novel, characters such as Maggie and M r .  

Cunningham learn infinitely more about life and death by , 

experiencing a unity with the natural landscape and its 

cyclic growth than they would by being confined to a small 

house, a school or a cemetery. Althouyh a golf caurse 

attempts to inject some natural landscape in the form ot 

trees and bushes into an urban environment, merely "playing" , 

there provides little of the intense spit-i tual and emotional 

idehtification with surroundings experienced by Maygie and 

M r .  Cunningham. For they derive such pleasure in castinq 
; 

over a lovely stt-eam or a peaceful lake that they forget 



their own existence as their identity with place became5 

complete. :- 

Maygie escapes from just such a setting of small houses 

and amenities of liviny, a place in which increasingly one 

can be only a spectator of, not a participant in ,  nature. I 

She is one whose "pleasures were very few, and were not 

communicable, and she had long formed the habit of seeking 

and finding, where she could, private enjoyment of the sort 

that costs nothing but an extension of  the imagination" 

(SA:24>. Maggie departs with determination and 

self-confidence, tell ing the young Chinese taxi dt-lver who 

delivers her to the New Westminster bus station, "I don't 
- 

know where I'm going, but I know the kind of place I want to 

find and I know what I want to do" (=:27). She takes w l t h  
* - 

her a f ishlng rod, her most precious poszesslon, and a 

And indeed, when she is as little as seventy miles away from 

Vancouver, away from the place of her bondage, Magyie 

discovers a new place among the harmonies of nature. As 

she stays in a t-ustic "cabin under the dark pine trees," 

she feels "as free of  care or remembrance as if she had 

just been born" (S!3:34). She becomes again Maggie Lloyd, 

taking the name of her beloved first husband who had so soon 

, bee'n killed in the war. 

In her contentment, Magyie senses the protection of 

nature: 



fin expanse of air in the night, endless, soft, fluent, 
still, blowing, moving, cleaving, ciosing, sliding 
through dark leaves and branches and past houses and 
lamp-posts and black silent areas and bright areas of 
sound, movement, and smel l , separating lover f rom lover, 
victim ft-om appt-oachin'q thief, thief f t w m  hunter. 
mother from child, quite hid Maggie atar from Edward 
trap-doe. . . (SA: 3cr) 

The gentle, almost hypnotic flow of present participles 

serve5 to personify or animate the "expanse of air, " giving 

it a ct-escendo of movement and a will of its own. The air- 

assumes almost a divine presence that encompasses the senses 

not just of touch, but of sight, hearing, and smell. The 

f rustrations ot- desires of those individuals it surrounds 

are heightened at- soothed according to their- t-e.~ection ot- 

acceptance of this isalating yet protective natural presence. 

Nature as equally and indirferently obscures thiei from 

hiinter as mutiler- ir-om child- CsrLso a5 equally and 

indifferently, it allows the chance that thief will find 

victim, hunter will find thief. This expanse o f  ait- s\ - 

pt-otec ts Hagg ie f rmn Edwat-d Vat-doe., 63 pet-manant natural 

expanse also separates Maggie from both her beloved first 

husband and her child, but as she comes closet- to accepting 

their loss and cherishing the essence of their time and love 

together, Maggie is able to pr-oject a benevolence to the 

envelopment af the night ait-. Fot- the encompassing air 

becomes emblematic of the reality of seif, of life, of 

environment, a reality that is ever "moving, cleaving, 

closing, sliding," ever synthesizing and adapting. Because 

Maggie has made a conscious choice in redirecting her life, i 
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has accepted full responsibility tor het- actions, and feels 

at peace with change, she is able to accept and embrace the 

everchanging t-eality embodied by the ever-moving air. 

For Edward Vatxdoe, who cannot come to term= with 

reality, the night air is not kind. In a brief chapter, 

intensified by its insertion between images ot tlaggie's 

release and contentment, Edward Vardor, in his "rage, hurt 

pride, and fury," appears all the more irrationai and petty. 

His actions and perceptions of his sut-roundings are also 

coloured by his psychological state. While Magyie is lyrng 

in "sweet rough-dried sheets" (S13:34), Edwatd i s  shown to b e  

a "poor human doll, running from room to room in the empty 

house" 1SA: 30) , emptying dr-awers and throwing garmen ts an 

the f loot-. Projecting his suspicions and his anger, Edward 

feels that "the whole small house Cis1 listening" (%3:30). 

Not for him is the "small safe world enclosing" Maggie. He 

hears nat the "lovely sound of the wind in the fir trees" 

(SA:34), but the "small wind flapping in the dark garden" 

(5&:29). "Flapping" also most appropriately images Edward, . 

who with "confused and angry mind, " is running 50 

irratianally throughout the house. Again Wilson underlines 

the unacceptability of  Magqie's marriage. Magyie approaches. 

"serenely and alone," a major uprooting and rerouting of her 

life. By contrast, Edward swims "in a murky sea of emotions 

of hate and self-pity <"I've been done, done, had for a 



sucker")  ISA::l), e::pet71encing a "hum1 l i a t i o n  t ha t  on ly  

venom could assuaye" (SA: ;3). 

Edward f ee l s  a5 z f  " h i s  i l f e  C l s l  braLen o f f ,  

s p l i n t e r e d  l l k e  a s t i c k "  <SA:33). A s  1s 5o common l n  

Wi lson 's  f i c t i o n ,  characters are  likened t o  examples from 

nature.  Topaz IS equated most o f t en  w i t h  a "water-g l ider . "  

t i i t  she, her sister., and niece, a re  a l so  compat-ed t o  "shore 

bit-ds" (IT: 102) and "chickens" I=:  118). Rase imagines 

herse l f  as a dog o r  a seagull. H e t t y  and L l l i y  a re  both 

descr ibed as cats. Magyie becomes a5 a seal o r  a pot-poise. 

How appropr ia te  t ha t  w i t h i n  a n a t u r a l  landscape Edward 

Vat-doe should be as inanimate and ~ n o p e r a t i v e  a5 a 

s p l i n t e r e d  s t i c k !  

A 5  Maqqle continues her  odyssey o t  se l f -exp lora t ron ,  

s h ~  f o l  lows t h e  exp lora tory  path5 of fur t rade rs  and miners 

who used " t he  o l d  Caribou Tt-al l  along the steep banks of  the  

Fraser Rive r "  (s: 751. N a g g i ~  IS l l n ked  by association 

wnth o thers  f o r  whom Hope was a l s o  "a p o i n t  of  a r r ~ v a l ,  

meeting, and departure. " I n  the sprawl i ng  suburbs of 

V a n c a ~ v e ~ ,  any q u a l i t y  a f  permanence o r  n a t u r a l  beauty 1s 

"obliterated by every modern convenience." &t Hope, however, 

one obta lns  a sense o f  c o n t i n u i t y  w i t h  the past. H i s t o r y  - -  

"IS i m p l i c l t  I n  the road; i t  accompanies the  water and t h e  

alt-  of the  t - lver"  tSA:35). "When you Ct-each1 Wape and the  

t-odds t h a t  d ivxde there yau  have q u i t e  l e f t  Vancouver and 

the P a c i f l c  Ocean. They are d lsp t -upor t ionate ly  remote. Lou 
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are entering a continent and you meet the continent there, W. 

at Hope" (S&.36). Appropriately, it is here that Maggne 

reaches into the ~ntet-lor of her own being to establish once 

again het- union with natut-e. '- 

Maggie, like Frankie, ~ a u l d  have acknowfedged her 

"genius of place Kasl a god of water" (H-&:701. In British 

Columbian fiction, rivers are often associated with family 

ot- a search fot- family.7 Ascending a river in search of 

self, home and community, Maggie leaves the stultifying 

restrictions of arrested time, of enclosed space, to attain 

a "new time, a new space" (sA: 23), born af her freedom. 

It is the solitude, the liminality of the natural 

surroundings at the Sirnilkameen River that allaw Maggie to 

undergo a ritual death, a period of transformation. In 

detailing Maggie's reorientation of self, Ethel Wilson 

parallels the philosophy promulyated by van Gennup in his 

Rites of Passape.8 Maggie withdraws from society, alighting 

from the bus where "there's nowhere neat-" (LA: 3 7 )  . ..-- 

Liminality allows her to deconstruct the self: "Time 

dissolved, and space dissolved... she was all but a child 

again. No, she was nothing. No thoughts? no memories 

occupied her" (S&:S8). Only through the deconstruction of 

self can one get outside of self and look objectively at it, 

even ascertain its existence.- After three days spent on 

that "margin of a world which was p ~ w e ~ t u l  and rlase.... 

Cdays that7 had been f a r  Maggie like the respite that 



p e r h a p s  c o m e s  t o  t h e  s o u l  a f t e r  d e a t h "  tbA:40), s h e  h a s  

r e c o n s t i t u t e d  h e r  s e l f ,  h a s  a l t e r e d  h e r  s o i l d l  p e r s o n a  i n  -- 

becoming "Tam-Lloyd's own w i d o w  a g a i n "  (%:3&). Maggie,  
_-----I- ------.=-me -- -- --- 

" a f t e r  h e r  s l a v e r y  and  h e r  j o u r n e y ,  a n d  h e r  la.st e f f o r t - -  

made a l o n e - - s t a y e d  s t i l l  a n d  a c c u s t o m e d  h e t y s e l t  t o  s a m e t h i n g  

new which  w a s  s t i l l  f o n d l y  f a m i l i a r  to  h e r "  ISi5:40). F o n d l y  

f a m i l i a r ,  f o r  s h e  had  b e e n  r a i s e d  b y  hetx f a t h e r  i n  a f i s h i n g  

l o d g e  a t  a l a k e  among t h e  p i n e w o o d s  o t  N e w  Bt-unswick. S h e  

h a s  r e c o n c  i l e d  h e r s e l f  w i  t R  h e r  own p a s t ,  h e r  own-natur--E. 
r- " I.--I" --------- 

Maggie  rejoices i n  t h e  w i l d e r n e s s  a n d  t h e  a n i m a l s  t h a t  

i n h a b i t  i t .  M o r e  t h a n  t h a t ,  s h e  becomes  a p a r t  o f  t h a t  

w i l d e r n e s s  when s h e  i n d u l g e s  i n  her l o v e  o f  f i s h i n g :  " s h e  

L f o r g e t s l - - - a s  a l w a y s  when s h e  L i s l  f ishiny--hery own 

e x i s t e n c e "  (S&:38). I n d e e d ,  E t h e l  W i l s o n  c i tes  h e r  own 

l o v e  of f i s h i n g  as t h e  p o s s i b l e  g e n e s i s  f o r  t h i s  n o v e l :  

A s  t o  S w a m 0  A n q e l ,  I d o n ' t  know how i t  o r i g i n a t e d  
e x c e p t  t h a t  I l o v e  f l y - f i s h i n g  which is a m a r v e l o u s  
t h i n g  i n  l i f e ,  u n i q u e  i n  t h e  deep communion of t h e  
s e n s e s  a n d  r i c h  i n  c o n t e m p l a t i o n  a n d  memory. i U  

F r a n k i e  butmaby recal ls  h e r  c o n t e n t m e n t  a t  c a s t i n g  i n  t h e  

p o o l s  o f  t h e  Thompson, a n d  t h e  n a r r a t o r  o f  Swamp An4el  

e c h o e s  W i l s o n ' s  own f e e l i n g s :  

T h e r e  is a m y s t i q u e  i n  f i s h r n y  which  o n l y  t h e  
f ly-f  ishet-man {a d e d i c a t e d  s o r t  o f  p e r s o n ,  o r x  b e s o t t e d )  
knows a n y t h i n g  a b o u t .  GI1  f l y - f i s h e r m e n  are bound 
c l o s e l y  t o g e t h e r  by t h e  s t r o n g  d e s l r e  to  b e  a p a r t ,  
s o l i t a r y  upon t h e  l a k e ,  t h e  s t r e a m .  A f lshetyman h a s  
n o t  p r o c e e d e d  f a r  up  t h e  l a k e ,  n o t  a u t  o f  s i g h t  of t h e  
l o d g e ,  b e f o r e  h e  becomes  o n e  w r t h  t h e  a q u e o u s  w o r l d  o f  
t h e  l a k e . .  . (53: 133) 
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In tylng flies, however, Maygie makes an imltatxon of life 

to kill it. When she catches a trout, and automatically 

"Cbreaksl back the small neck [so that3 the leaping rainbow 

thing Cis3 dead" (SA:38), she realizes the ct-uelty inherent 

in her act. Conscious o f  the parallel between human 

activity and the natural world, she admits responsibility 

for "the dreadful thing she [has3 done to Edward Vat--doe" 

(553: 39) . 
U Cht-istian dimension is given to Magyie's female quest 

and to the freeing of her soul. A s  if bapkised by the t-ivetm, 

she consecrates het- life anew. She seeks divine fot-giveness 

for the wt-onqs she has committed, "[lifting3 her heart in 

desolation and in prayer" (S1:59). FOP three days she 

experiences "the respite that perhaps comes to the 5ou.l 

atter death" ISA:40). Her union wlth nature has taken her 
- --- 

to "that margin of a world which Cis7 powerful and clo5e" 

(Si :40) ,  has given her a glimpse of divinity. She 

experiences a rebirth of sight and smell, a renewal uf 

energy and purpose, an impetus to begin life afresh. 

Although, like Hettp Uorval, Maggie experiences a 

euphot-lc sense of freedom in the solltude of the wlnd, the 
-- - 

t-lvet-, the at she 

cannot succumb indefinitely to isolation, should nut pt-olong 

her escape f 1-om t-esponsibili ty. She seeks to detet-mine her 

place in what her friend Nell Severance is to call "the 

everlasting web of creation. " The reader is reminded 



p e r h a p s  a g a i n  o f  C h r i s t i a n  i m a g e r y  as Maggie  o n c e  m o t - e  

r e t u r n s  t o  Hope, t h e n  p a s s e s  s a f e l y  by  H e l l  s h a t e .  

P a u l  Comeau s u g g e s t s  t h a t  " t h e  t h t - e e  s m a l l  wauden 
-- 

c r o s s e s  ~ ~ t h i n  t h e  p i c k e t  f e n c e "  on t h a t  " w l l d  h l l l s n d e "  

(s: 55) atme e v o c a t i v e  o f  t h e  C a l v a r y  s c e n e ,  t h u s  

m a l n t a l n i n g  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  lrnaget-y associated wnth Maygre s 
-. - 
e m o t i o n a l  r e n e w a l . i i  The ct-asses atwe a l so  r-emlndet-s o t  the -- - - 

t h t - e e  d e a t h s  e x p e t - ~ e n c e d  b y  Haggle--  t h o s e  a f  h e r  f a t h e t - ,  . _ 

h e r  f i r s t  h u s b a n d ,  a n d  h e r  " f a l r  l l t t l e  g l t - 1 . "  The "look-. o t  ------ 
care and  r e s p e c t "  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  t h i s  l o n e l y  l i t t l e  

g r a v e y a r d  n o t  only s u g g e s t s  t h e  care a n d  t - e s p e c t  t h a t  Maggie  

h a s  e n s u r e d  t o  t h e  m e m o r i e s  o f  h e r  l o v e d  o n e s  by s e v e r i n g  

h e r  a l l i a n c e  w i t h  Edward Vardoe .  I t  a lso 5 i g n a l s  t h e  

" s t p e n y t h ,  g e n t l e n e s s ,  a n d  g o o d w i l l "  w i t h  which  Maygie  will 

care f o r  a n d  r e s p e c t  t h e  Gunnat-sen5 a n d  t h e i r  c l i e n t s  i n  t h e  

new s m a l l  communi ty  o f  t h e  f i s h i n g  l o d g e  a t  Tht-ee Loon Lak:e. 

A man on t h e  bus c o n t r a s t s  t h e  u n i n h a b i t e d  s t r e t c h e s  o f  

t h e  F r a s e r  Canyon w i t h  "real  p l a c e s  l i k e  L y t t o n  o r  A s h c t - o f t "  

(53: 561. However, t h e s e  u n i n h a b i t e d  s p a c e s  are  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  

a r e  " r e a l , "  t o  p e o p l e  who v a l u e  them as  h l g h P y  a s  d o  H e t t y  

D o r v a l ,  F t -ank ie ,  ut- Maggie. A 1  1 t h r e e  o b s e r v e  t h e  movement 

a n d  s o u n d s  o f  t h e  c o y o t e s  a n d  t h e  w i l d  g e e s e .  B o t h  F P - a n k i e  

a n d  Maggie  a p p r e c i a t e  t h e  s e c u r i t y  embodied  by  t h e  c y c l i c  

p a t t e r n s  o f  t h e  s e a s o n s  a n d  o f  b i r d  m i g r a t i o n s ,  h u t  Maggie ,  

i n  h e r  m a t u r i t y ,  is a b l e  ta  a p p l y  wha t  she l e a r n s  o f  t h e  



permanence of nature to strengthen her own phi losophy of 

life. 

Again the differing psychological states of the 

individuals are projected upon theit- surroundings. Hetty, 

with her emotional immaturity, sees the wild geese in much 

the same way as does the lame man, with his physical 

disability, in the short story "On Nimpish Lake": "He felt a 

queer exaltation, a sudden flash that was deepest envy of 

the wild geese, stt-ungly flying and crying together on theit- 

k n ~ w n  way, a most secret pain" ( B t 3 5 5 .  Hetty lacks the 

direction, the "known way;" the lame man, the ft-eedam ot 

mobililty. That Hetty hears "cayotes baying in the hills to 

the moon... with Csuchl queer high yelling as they Crnake7, 

on, and on, and an" (HD:lIO) indicates her agonizing 

laneliness and withdrawal, and her acknowledgement that 

thet-e seems to be no t-esalution or ending ta her own 

redection that s e e m s  al.50 to yo on and on. Ft7ank::ie, in het- 

youth and sheltered innocence, perceives the coyotes as 

"pretty 1 i ttle fbeasts3" IHti: 11) "singing all together-" 

(HD: 110). It seems, thet-efore, that Maggie's vision, that 

the "coyotes would sing among the hills, ... Ethatl the 
crickets would dryly sing.. . . [that3 the skeins of wild 
geese would return.. . Cwith3 musical cry" (SA:!%), t-ef lects 

her newly found serenity and optimism. Hetty claims, "I 

never loved anything so much in my life," but makes nu 

effctrt to gain social acceptance in the area. Magyie 



asset-ts, "Th is  f e e l s  r i g h t ,  t h i s  i s  the  k i nd  o f  p lace  1 

know, i t ' s  my k i nd  o f  place,"  and detet-mines t o  g i v e  

u n s e l f i s h l y  o f  he r se l f  so t h a t  she i s  ab l e  t o  in tegra te  bo th  

w i t h  p lace and w i t h  the community tha t  i nhab i t s  i t .  

Maggie's imaginat ion has been f i t -ed by the "convu ls ion '  

o f  rock: and water-" chat-acter iz inq the  Ft-aser Canyon, whlch 

Bruce Hutchison c la ims "staggers the imagination, appa l l s  

the s p i r i t  o f  man ot- dazzles i t  w i t h  an instank vision o f  

beauty, accot-.ding t o  h i s  i n d i v i d u a l  nature.  " is For- Macjgie 

i t  i s  a " v i s i o n  o f  beauty." Having f reed he rse l f  

from the  phys ica l  and emotional t -est r - ic t ions o f  her  l i f e  i n  

the  c i t y ,  she must savout- a l l  the  more a canyon i n  which 

there  i s  room and t o  spare f o r  every t r i c k l e  d r i pp i ng  
from the snow i n  the western Rock::i~s, f o r  a l l  the lakes 
and r i v e r s  the  Fr-aser has swallowed across the in te t7 iov  
p la teau  .... f o r  a l l  the  rock s l i d e s  i t  has scooped out  
o f  the  mountainsides, f o r  a l l  the  burden o f  ear-th, rock 
pat-t ic les,  sand and vegetat ion i t  bears w e s  twat-d and 
dumps i n t o  the  ocean. 

Emerging fr-om t h i s  g i g a n t i c  bu t  constr- icted canyon, 

Maggie i n t e rna l i zes  the immensity o f  the landscape " f lowing,  

melt inq, r i s i n g ,  ob l i t e r -a t i ng "  and her  v i s i o n  expands t o  

"where her  fee t  could no t  f o l l o w "  (m:57). This p r o j e c t i o n  

o f  an almost animated landscape and o f  r i v e r s  t l aw ing  "no r th  

beyond the  Bonapar-te, and beyond the  Nechaka and the  Fr7aser, 

on and on u n t i l  she should reach ... the endless space west 

o f  the Mackenzie R iver  t o  the  Arc t ic  Ocean" (S&:57), evokes 

a sense o f  adventut-e, o f  newly char ted lands such as Maggie 

h e r s e l f  i s  approaching. A s i m i l a r l y  expanded v iewpuint  



h i n t s  a t  t h e  v a s t n e s s  a n d  c h a l l e n g e s  o f  Canada  a5 Topaz a n d  

h e r  r e l a t i v e s  are  a d v a n c i n g  i n t o  wha t  is, fo tx  t h e m .  

u n c h a r t e d  t e r r i t o r y .  A l t h o u g h  t h e  t r a i n  windows o n l y  p e r m i t  

a " t r a v e l l e r s '  v i s i o n "  <lJ: 10S), E t h e l  W i l s o n  l u r e s  t h e  

i m a g i n a t i o n  beyond  t o  s u g g e s t  t h e  i m m e n s i t y  o f  t h e  l a n d :  

A l l  d a y  t h e  i l l i m i t a b l e  p r a i r i e  s p r e a d  b e f o r e  them a n d  
s l i p p e d  b e h i n d  them. Fat- to  t h e  not- th ( a n d  t o  t h e  
s o u t h )  t h e  p r a i r i e  sp t -ead ,  d e f e a t i n g  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  1 1  k e  
e t e r n i t y .  They d i d  n o t  know t h a t  f u r t h e r  not- th s t i l l  
w e r e  g r e a t  i t - t - e g u l a r  l a k e s  a n d  r i v e t - s ,  a n d  a g r e a t  
r i v e r  f l o w i n g  t o  t h e  A r c t i c  Ocean. .  . (IT: 1 1 8 )  

Even t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  s u c h  a l a n d  g i v e s  o n e  a f e e l i n g  o f  

wander ,  a n d  a s e n s e  t h a t  l i f e  i n  t h e s e  l a n d s  is o p e n  t o  

u n l i m i t e d  p o s s i b i l i t y  a n d  a d v e n t u r e .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  t h i s  

p a s s a y e  s u p p o t - t s  W. J, K e i t h ' s  c o n t e n t i o n  t h a t  t h e r e  e x i s t s  

i n  W i l s o n ' s  latet* w o r k s  a " s e n s e  o f  two complementa t -y  

v i e w p o i n t s - - t h e  human o n e ,  bound b y  t i m e  a n d  p l a c e ,  a n d  

a n o t h e r ,  a u t h o r i a l  t h o u g h  ve t -g in9  t o w a r d  t h e  d i v i n e .  " 

E t h e l  W i l w m ' s  e n t h u s i a s m  is e v e n  m o r e  e v i d e n t  i n  her 

d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  c o n v e r g e n c e  o f  t h e  Fraset -  a n d  Thompson 

R i v e r s  a t  L y t t o n :  

I t  is t r u e .  S a y  " t y t t o n  tit-idye"--and t h e  s i g h t  s p t - i n q s  
clear t o  t h e  e y e s .  T h e r e  is t h e  c u n v e r g e n c e  o f  t h e  t w ~  
r i v e t -  v a l l e y s  a n d  t h e  t w o  t - i v e r s ,  The s t r o n g  muddy 
F t - a s e r  w i n d s  b o i l i n g  down f r o m  t h e  not- th .  The  g a y  
blue-yt -een Thompson Rivet.  f o a m s  a n d  d a n c e s  i n  f rom the 
e a s t . . . t h e  t w o  r i v e r s  c o n v e r g e  i n  a s t r o n g  s l a n t i n g  
l i n e  o f  pressure a n d  r e s i s t a n c e .  B u t  i t  is n o  goad.  
The Thompson c a n n o t  resist, a n d  t h e  p o w e r f u l  i n e x o r a b l e  
F r a s e r  s w a l l o w s  up t h e  g r e e n  a n d  t h e  b l u e  a n d  t h e  w h i t e  
a n d  t h e  a m e t h y s t .  ( sA: 38-59 1 

H e r e ,  as  i n  H e t t y  D o r v a l ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  c h a n g e  t o  t h e  

p r e s e n t  t e n s e  s u g g e s t s  t h e  pe rmanence  a f  t h e  wor ld  af n a t u r e -  



L i k e  t h e  s a l m o n  f o r  w h i c h  s h e  f i s h e s ,  Maygie  a s c e n d s  

t h e  r i v e r s  t o  t h e i r  s o u r c e .  S h e  l e a v e s  b e h i n d  t h e  o p a c i t y  

a n d  pawet- o f  t h e  F t - a s e r  K i v e r  t o  e x p e r i e n c e  t h e  c l a r i t y  a n d  

l i v e l i n e s s  o f  t h e  Thompson, t h e  p e a c e f u l  t t - a n q u i l i t y  o f  

T h r e e  Loan L a k e -  N o  longe t -  d o e s  t h e  n a t u r a l  e n v i r o n m e n t  

m e r e l y  p a r a l l e l  ot- c o n t t - a s t  t h e  t h o u g h t s  o r  a c t i o n s  at t h e  

c h a r a c t e r s .  Tht-ee Loon Lake i t s e l f  becumes  a c h a r a c t e r .  

Haldat*  G u n n a r s e n ,  t h e  o w n e r  o f  t h e  f i s h i n g  iudqe, has "a 

f i e r c e l y  p o s s e s s i v e  f e e l i n g "  fa t -  t h e  l a k e  (bA:7l). 

C o n v e r s e l y ,  h i s  w i f e ,  V e r a ,  c o n c e i v e s  "a s t v a n g  d i s l i k e "  

f a t -  i t .  Maggie  d e v e l a p s  such a p e r - s u n a l  a t t a c h m e n t  that "by 

t h e  t i m e  t h a t  t w o  m o n t h s  Chave3 g o n e  p a s t ,  Lhet-3 u n i o n  w i t h  

T h r e e  Loon L a k e  C i s 3  l i k e  a h a p p y  mar-t-rage. " I n d e e d ,  sia 

c o m p l e t e  is Maggie  's " u n i o n "  t h a t  s h e  w o n d e r s  i n  

amazement ,  " w e r e  w e  m a r r x e d  l a s t  week* o r  h a v e  w e  a l w a y s  
,&'' 

i -  
l i v e d  t u y e t h e r  a s  o n e ? "  i5Ei:BSj 

T h r e e  Loon L a k e  is based upon  E t h e l  W i l s o n ' s  

e x p e r - i e n c e s  a t  L a c  Le  J e u n e .  w h e r e  s h e  a n d  h e r  h u s b a n d .  

Wallace, v a c a t i o n e d  a n d  f i s h e d  f o r  a l m o s t  f o r t y  y e a r s -  I n  

o n e  of  h e r  s h o r t  stories, "Bewat-e t h e  J a b b e r w o c k t  my s o n . .  . 
beware t h e  Jubjub b i r d ,  " W i  Tsan v e r b a l i z e s  t h e  l a k e ' s  

p r o f o u n d  i n f l u e n c e  o n  h e r :  

I g o t  a f e l l o w  t o  d r i v e  m e  u p  to  Lac  te Jeurie and when 
I g o t  t h e t - e ,  I t e l l  y o u  my h e a r t  rose up  t h e  way i t  

' d o e s  when you see y o u r  f a v o u r i t e  lake away up i n  the 
h i l l s  a l l  s h i n i n g '  and s a y i n g  Come o n ,  Come o n ,  a n d  t h e  
s k y  a l l  b l u e  a n d  t h e  r e f l e c t i o n s  o f  t h e  f o r e s t  u p s i d e  
down i n  t h e  w a t e r  a n d  e v e r y t h i n g  as i n n o c e n t  as a 
k i t t e n  . . . And r i g h t  away when you  see the f i s h  jumping 



and hear the  loons c r y i n g  on the b i g  lake  ot- L i t t l e  Lac 
Le Jeune i a k e  you knaw--well, i t  '3 heat-t 5 des i re,  
t h a t ' s  what i t  is. i r s :  176) 

Tht-ee Loan Lake is not  the only area o f  B r i t i s h  Cmiumbua 

t ha t  E the l  Wilsan has anthropomorphised i n  h e r  wr i t i ngs .  

She expresses hev deep f e e l i n g  fot- all ot the  prov ince and 

i t s  natura l  beauties, " I  have a l i f e - l o n g  love o f  t h i s  

prov ince o f  ours which I share w i t h  many people, t h i s  

B r i t i s h  Columbia, as i f  x t  were a person, as i t  is--a 

person o f  i n f i n i t e  v a r i e t y  and infer-ence. " 

Even a t  Three Loon Lake, however, the percept ion a f  the  

landscape va r i es  markedly w i t h  the emutional s t a t e  o f  the 

viewer. Maygie f i n d s  a contented t-efuge i n  " t h i s  freedom, 

t h i s  joy, t h i s  s ingleness and fo rge t fu lness "  in.spit-ed by t h e  

l ake  (5f3:?6). She an3 her  consciousne5~ become an even more 

contiguous park o f  her environment as she almost swe l l s  to 

the grandeur o f  her  sut-tyoundings a t  the lake: "She i s  

contained by the spark1 i ny  sur face o f  the lake  and the p i n e  

t r e e  shores and l o w  h i  P ls, and i s  covered by the sky" $9!. 

Indeed, Maggie becomes a syntagm at- metonym o f  na ture  l t s e l t  

a5 she submerges her  body i n  the lake and became5 as "one 

w i t h  het- b ro the rs  the seal  and the pot-poise" {sfi: Y T i  . 
Vet-a, d r i ven  by i n s e c u r i t y  and a se l f -de fens ive  

b i  tter-ness, can neither- communicate w i t h  h~tmans not- r e l a t e  

. to  riatut-e. Berawsr she resents t h e  lake, she expet-iences an 

unt-elen t i n 9  f e e l i n g  o f  en tt-apmrn t. Over-whelmed by her  

dishat-many w i t h  a l l  t ha t  surtyounds her, Vera piunges i n t o  



" the  b lack  abyss o f  the  woods," "beats her way against  the 

hos t1  l e  r n v r s r b l e  branches" ( 5 2 :  145,. " l I-ees met ovet-head , 

and branches.. . s t ruck  a t  her. " A l l  r e f l e c t  " the  Immense 

h a s t i  1  i t y  o f  her  world" tSA: 144) . Even though Vera IS bent 
f 

\ 
on her own des t ruc t lun ,  she does no t  consciuusiy say "in het- 

mind, ' 1 shall f i n d  o b l i v i o n  het-e ' . "  Such is the 

extt-dot-dinat-y power a f  p lace  t h a t  " the  dark images Lof the 

l ake  crowd3 her  and Limpel2 her t o  t h i s  p lace t o  f i n d  

c l a r i f y i n g  w e t  c o l d  o f  the naw i n v i s i b l e  lake"  r e t u rns  V e t - a  

t o  some measure o f  contt-ol.  Unable t a  drown her-self i n  the 

lake, she seeks the  camfort o f  Magyle 's  cabrn. Not  

s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  Maggie, who f e e l s  a t  one w i t h  the lake  but 

knows i t s  power, i s  ab le  t o  o f f e r  warmth and humanity to 

both Vera and Mr-. Cunningham, when both at-e sa neak-ly 

claimed by i t s  waters. 

F o r  i n  the lake and i t s  sut-twundings, Maggie has found 

he r  "genius l o c i . "  Joey Wuony, who l i k e  Vera i s  " c i t y  bred," 

does no t  f i n d  the genius o f  the  lake  in im ica l ,  nor  i s  he 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  sens i t  i ue  ta the  u n f a m i l i a r  n a t u r a l  

sur--r-oundings. He admits, " I t ' s  a  n i c e  place,"  bu t  he misses 

the tenn is  cou r t s  and ho t  dog stands associated w i t h  the 

on l y  na tu ra l  space he has known, Stanley Fat-k. E the l  Wilsun 

does no t  show t h i s  t o  be any charac ter  f law i n  Joey. indeed, 

the nart*atst3 sympathet ica l l y  d e t a i  l 5  the lat-qe Wuong fami ly  

who l i v e  " i n  harmony from morning t i l l  n i g h t  and Csleep3 i n  



f 
hat-many f r o m  n i g h t  t i l l  mot-nlng" as e x a m p l e s  uf peaple who, 

l i k e  N e l l  S e v e r a n c e ,  are  much h a p p i e r  l i v i n g  i n  t h e  c i t y .  

A 5  F r a n k i e  Eu-rnaby h a s  n o t i c e d ,  e v e r y o n e  is d i f f e r e n t  

i n  t h e  c h o i c e  o f  " t r u e  home. T h e r e  is n o  r u l e  a b o u t  i t "  

IHt-i: 6 9 ) .  J o e y  's b r o t h e r ,  Angus,  i m m e d i a t e l y  f e e l s  a t  home 

a t  T h r e e  Coon Lake:  " i f  I c o u l d  j u s t  y e t  o u t  on t h a t  l a k e ,  

t h o u g h t  Angus  who h a d  n e v e r  b e e n  i n  a b o a t .  I f  I c o u l d  s l e e p  

i n  o n e  o f  t h o s e  c u t e  l i t t l e  h o u s e s !  I f  1  j u s t  couid!" 

I S A :  - 1W)  Two y e a r s  l a ter ,  Angus s t  i l l  f e e l s  t h a t  a t  t h e  

l a k e  h e  is* " r e y a r d e d  as  a real p e r s o n  a n d  r e s p o n s n b i e . .  . H e  

C i s 1  m o r e  of a p e r s o n  t h a n  h e  would  b e  cin Pendet-  S t r e e t "  

($A: lS&j. A l t h o u g h  t h e  n a r r a t o r -  h a s  shown t h a t  p e o p l e  c a n  

l i v e  a d e q u a t e l y  i n  t h e  c i t y ,  w e  are shown E t h e l  W i l s o n ' s  

t r u e  b i a s  on t h e  v a l u e  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  e n v i t w n m e n t :  "Anyus is 

A man, a n d  e v e n  a m a n ' s  d o g ,  h a s  a s p e c i a l  v a l u e  i n  

a l a n d s c a p e  w i t h  t r e e s "  (53: 156). 

Ln Swamp A n g e l ,  Maggie n o t e s  a d i t f e r e n c e  i n  t x m e ,  

b e t w e e n  t h e  t i m e  when, e n t r a p p e d  i n  a n  u n p l e a s a n t  mar t - i aqe ,  

s h e  f e e l s  t h a t  " d a i l y  a n d  n i g h t l y  r e p e t i t i o n  marked n o  

p a s s i n g  o f  t i m e "  (SA:23), a n d  t h e  t i m e  when s h e  f e e l s  

h e r s e l f  t o  b e  " i n  new t i m e ,  i n  new s p a c e ,  b e c a u s e  nuw s h e  

h a d  g o t  tree. " J o e y  is a w a r e  o f  "some e n o r m o u s  d i f f e r e n c e "  

b e t w e e n  t i m e  i n  t h e  c i t y  a n d  i n  t h e  t r a n q u i l i t y  of the l a k e .  

H e  " d i d  n o t  y e t  know T i m e  t h a t  f l o w e d  s m o o t h l y ,  a s  i n  t h i s  

p l a c e .  I n  a l l  of h i s  l l f e  Time h a s  j e r k e d  b y  w i t h  a 

t-at-tat-tat,  w i t h  t h e  b e a t i n g  o f  a c l o c k ,  w i t h  s h r i l l  c r i es  



9s 

t o  c o m e  t o  suppet- ,  w i t h  t h e  s t a t - t i n g  up o f  a n  e n g i n e ,  w i t h  

t h e  s l amming  o f  door-s ,  w i t h  t h e  c h a n g e  o f  r a d i o  programme,  

w i t h  t h e  t t - a f f  i c ,  w i t h  v o i c e s . .  . " (52:  108). b e s p i  te t h e  

v a r i a t i o n s  i n  t i m e  e x p e r i e n c e d  i n  Swamp Anae1, i t  1s s t i l l  a 

l i n e a r  t i m e ,  ext t-a-human, a f o r c e .  Cause  a n d  e f f e c t  s t i l l  

pr-evai  1 .  

E a g l e  and  
J - 

p r o p o t - t  i o n s  i n  

i d e n t  i t icat  i o n  

o s p r e y  c a t c h  a 

o s p r e y t  fawn a n d  k i t t e n  a s s u m e  s y m b o l i c  

Swamp k n a e l .  S u c h  1s Maggie  L l o y d ' s  

w i t h  t h e  n a t u t - a 1  wmxld t h a t  watching an 

f i s h ,  o n l y  t o  h a v e  i t  s t o l e n  by  a n  e a g l e ,  

c a c t s e s  bet- t o  e q u a t e  t h e  s c e n e  w i t h  her- own s i t u a t i o n t  i n  

which  V e r a  h a s  j u s t  f a c e d  h e r  w i t h  o p e n  h o s t i l i t y .  Maggie  

wonder-i,  "Did a b i r d ' s  r a g e  o r  b i r d  '5  a c c e p t a n c e  p o s s e s s  

thet-3":.'" iS t t :SOl=  Lea.t-niny ft-urn t h e  e x a m p l e  o f  t h e  o s p r e y ,  

Maggie  t - e c o g n i z e s  t h a t  t h e r e  is n o t h i n g  s h e  c a n  d o  e i t h e r .  

No a n g e r  or r e v e n g e  is n e c e s s a r y  at- d e s i r a b l e .  " L i f t e d  by 

t h i s  b a t t l ~  o f  b i t - d s  w i t h  i ts  d e f e a t  a n d  its v i c t o r - y  ikk:.W:li, 

Maggie  is a b l e  t o  r e t u r n  t o  r e a l i t y ,  t o  teel t h a t  s h e  has 

b e e n  a b l e  t o  s w i m  a r o u n d  o b s t a c l e s ,  " s w i m  s t r o n g l y ,  t h i s  w a y ,  

t h a t  way, s t t - a i y h t  a h e a d ,  a s  Cshe s h a l l 3  c h o o s e "  (hX:S'Oj. 

T h o s e  whu are a b l e  t o  s w i m  a r o u n d  o b s t a c l e s  are a b l e  to  

a c h i e v e  a n d  e n j o y  t h e  m a s t  f r o m  l i f e ,  f o r  l i f e  n e c e s s i t a t e s  

c o n t i n u a u s  c y c l e r ;  o f  c h a n g e ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  s e a s o n a l  c h a n g e s  

MagGie p r o j e c t s  when v i e w i n g  t h e  t h r e e  c t - o s s e s ,  a n d  which  

F r a n k i e  B u r n a b y  a l s o  s e n s e s  on het- r i d e s  t h rough  t h e  r e m o t e  

c o u n t r y s i d e  u f  t h e  I n t e r i o r .  Fur - the rmore ,  j u s t  as  t h e  



natural wurld demands compet i t'ion for ti' he sut-viva1 of the 

fittest, as seen in the clash of the eagle and the ospt-.ey, 

it also promotes an innocence, openness, and t-espect, as 

seen in the playfulness of the fawn and the kitten. 

Mayyie prides herself on her ability to "swim past 

obstacles (Vera is sometimes an obstacle) " i E i U : Y S j ,  and 

tries to convince herself, "Now I am alone, and like a 

swimmer, I have to make my way on my own pawet*. Swimmvng 

is like living, it's done alone" ISA:99). but she soon 

learns that she is neither a seal not- a "god floating there 

with the sun beating down there on her face.. . She is 
earthbound and is Maggie Lloyd who must get t h e  fire going 

and put the potatoes in the oven" (53 :  100). She is 

txesponsible to others. Despite the " i rretrlevable muddle 

and misery that Vera and her jealousy Ccreate3" (SA:142j, 

Maggie gradual ly acknowledqes that "These people were now 

her family ... One can say, To hell with the family, but the 
family remains, strong, dear, enraging, precious, maddening, 

indestructabf e" (52: 140). 

Unl i ke  Hett y Uurval, Maggie is detet-mined to stt=uqqie 

against and to overcome any obstacles that might prevent her 

from staying in a place that feels right for. her. Just a5 

Hetty does, Maggie is the subject of growing rumours because 

she'has "never said" anything of her- past life. Gossip 

spPeads about this "mystery woman" Is&:f15). When Maggie 

tells her story "plalnly and without too much ematlon," 



Henry Corder, Haldar, and Vera are all "deeply moved. " 

Honest commun icat ion has laid gossip to rest. 

Maggie has gained a much deeper understanding of the 

oppositions found in nature -- exhilarating and soothing, 

challenging and indifferent. The unhappiness of her past - 
life is washed away by her closa-tess to natuve, by "thr-5 

air, this freedom, this joy, this singleness and 

forgetfulne5s" experienced at Three Loon Lake. Sut the 

lake can be deceptive in its tranquility. As Magyie knows 

and Plt-. Cunningham soon leat-ns, "The waves on this small. 

mut-det-ous lake unpeopled as a desert. wetwe irrational 1 y hi yh 

and fierce. .. . It is a terrible thing to be alone. weak, and 
in a storm far ftmm the indifferent shore" I=: 134). The 

lake is insensible to the fate o f  those who enjoy swimming 

in it--" If she could not swim, ah ... then..-it would no doubt 

kill her and think nothing of it" ( ~ + : 1 U O ) .  

By extension, Ethel Wilson leads us to t-ecugnize that 

just as the surface of water conceals the ft-ightening, &he 

demanding, the important, so the surface of a fiction, the 

surface of life itself, mas1::s the unknown, the essence of 

being. By changing the voice of the narrator, from past to 

pr-esent , ft-om third person nart-ator to first pet-son to 

authorial intrudet-., Ethel Wilson leads the reader away from 

true empathy with the characters, thus allowing a 

reconciliation of the differing points of view and differing 

ideas t-aised in the course of the navel. The focus of  her- 



c h a p t e r s  a l so  s w i t c h e s  ft-om Maygie  t o  N e l l  S e v e r a n c e  t u  

E d d i e  Vat-doe, f r o m  t h e  p r e s e n t  to  f l a s h b a c k s  o f  t h e  p a s t ,  

f rum T h r e e  Loon L a k e  t o  Vancouver .  D i s c o r i t  i n u o u s  c h a p t e r s  

i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e  nor-ma1 for-m o f  t h e  human e n v i r o n m e n t - -  

f a m i l y ,  s e x u a l i t y ,  b e l i e f s - - a r e  i n  c h a o s .  Many c h a p t e r s  are 

s h o r t .  B u t  t h e  s h o v t e s t ,  m o s t  d i s c o n t i n u o u s  are t h o s e  

d e a l i n g  w i t h  Edward Vat-doe a f t e r  t h e  d i s s o l u t i o n  o f  h i s  

m a r r i a g e .  C h a p t e t - s  28 t o  35 t a k e  t h e  s p a c e  o f  o n l y  t h r e e  

p a g e s .  E d d i e ' s  a d v e r t i s e m e m t  i n  t h e  Pe r - sona l  Column 

i n c l u d e s  t h e  v a l u e s  h e  d ~ e m s  w i l l  b e  c o n s i d e r e d  impot- tank i n  

a man--"well f i x e d ,  w i t h  car , "  a n d  t h e  q u a l i t y  h e  demands  i n  

a woman--"good f i g u r e  e s s e n t i a l "  tSA:124). I n  t h e  t w o  l i n e s  

c o m p r i s i n g  C h a p t e r  30, Edwat-d c o m p l i m e n t s  a " l o v e l y  l i t t l e  

l a d y "  w h i l e  t h i n k i n g  a l so  o f  a n o t h e r  woman (=:125). I n  

C h a p t e r  32, a g a i n  t w o  l i n e s ,  o n e  o f  E d d i e ' s  women a p p e a r s  to 

b e  e x p e c t i n g  h im t o  buy  her- a p t - e s e n t  i n  r e t u r n  fat- a n y  

f a v o u r s  s h e  may be g i v i n g  h im,  a n d  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  c h a p t e r ,  

Edward s h o u t s ,  "Wel l  f o r  P e t e ' s  s a k e ,  wha t  d i d  j e v e r  come 

f o r  t h e n ! "  The  c o m p l e t e  C h a p t e r  3 4  s t a n d s  o u t  i n  c e n t e r  

p a g e ,  h i g h l i g h t e d  by  s p a c e s  a b o v e  a n d  below:  " ' Y o u  g o  t o  

h e l l ,  ' s a i d  Ebwat-d Vat-doe a n d  b a n g e d  t h e  d o o r  o f  t h e  f l a t  

b e h i n d  h im" ( S 3 : l Z b ) .  None o f  these s h a l l o w  p e o p l e  e x h i h n t  

a f f e c t i o n ,  r e s p e c t ,  or e v e n  a m i n i m a l  c u m p a s s i o n  f o r  o t h e r s .  

A l t h a u g h  N e l l  Sever -ance  h o l d s  b e l i e f s  s i m i l a r  t o  

M a y g i e ' s ,  t h e  b e a u t i e s  a f  t h e  n a t u r a l  wor ld  are o f  l i t t l e  

s i g n i f i c a n c e  t o  het*. When a s k e d  t o  accompany h e r  d a u g h t e r  



on a v a c a t i o n ,  s h e  r e p l i e s ,  " I  d o n ' t  e n j o y  d r a o l i n g  o v e r  

s c e n e r y  ot- l i s t e n i n y  t o  dt-ooling--Oh l o o k  a t  t h e  m o u n t a i n s !  

H a w  s w e e t  t h e  c l o u d s !  B e h a l d  t h e  cows!  " tse:bb) L a r g e  Mt-5.  

f e v e r - a n c e  s h u f f l e s  b e t w e e n  h e r  b e d  a n d  h e r  " v a s t  a c c u s t o m e d  

c h a i r "  !b i :46i ,  a l m o s t  n e v e r  v e n t u t T i n g  beyond  h e r  

" ~ b j e c t i o n a b l e  l i t t l e  h o u s e  an t h e  t h i r t y - f o o t  l o t "  itjCi: 7 7 ) .  

l n  t ac t ,  " M t - s .  S e v e r a n c e  no l o n g e r  t a b s e r v e s 3  t h e  o u t s i d e  

a p p e a r a n c e  o f  het- h a u s e  which  Char3  l o n g  b e e n  . s imply  t h e  

s t t - u c t u r e  t h a t  C c o n t a i n s l  h e r  c h a i r ,  h e r  t a b i e ,  h e r  bed ,  

a n d  h e r  k i t c h e n "  (53: 76j. She is s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  c h a r a c t e r - . =  

o f  " T u e s d a y  a n d  Wednesday" i n  h e r  l a c k  o f  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  

n a t u r a l  w o r l d .  Hawevet-, h e r  t h o u g h t ,  i n s i g h t s ,  a n d  bee i e f s  

t r a n s c e n d  t h e i r s  b e c a u s e  s h e  a t t e n d s  t o  " t h e  human s c e n e  

w h i c h ,  f rom t h e  c h a i r -  w h e r e  s h e  h a b i t u a l l y  L s i t s ,  i s 3  b o t h  

c u n s t r i c t e d  a n d  u n i v e r s a l "  iSfJ:&i. S h e  c l a i m s  t h a t  s h e  

e x i s t s  i n  "her- h e a r t  a n d  h e r  h e a d "  (2%: l49), h e r  r e e l i n g s  

a n d  h e r  t h o u g h t s .  H e r  c o m p a s s i o n ,  e v e n  t o r  s u c h  p i t i a b l e  

o b j e c t s  as Edward Vat-dae, a n d  h e r  b e l i e f  i n  l i f e  i t s e l f ,  

" h e r  f a i t h  i n  Gad Eas h e r 1  s u p p o r t . . .  makes  o l d  a y e  b e a t - a b l e ,  

happy ,  a n d  f e a t - l e s s "  (53,: 1Sl). 

P a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  N e l l  S e v e r a n c e  h a s  a l s o  b e e n  a m o s t  

s e l f i s h  woman. H e t -  d a u g h t e r ,  H i l d a ,  a c c u s e s  h e r ,  "You are 

so  u s e d  t o  p l a y i n g  God a n d  p l a y i n g  so  c l e v e r l y  t h a t  you make 

gr-ass m r s t a k e s "  ( S e :  65). M r s .  S e v e r a n c e  comes t o  reaP 1 ze  
--- - 

t h a t  t h e  g r e a t e s t  m i s t a k e  s h e  h a s  made w a s  p u t t l n y  t h e  



h a p p i n e s s  o f  h e r  b e l o v e d  P h i l i p  a h e a d  o f  t h e  n e e d s  a f  h e r  . .- -- 

d a u g h t e r ,  b u t  as s h e  e x p l a i n s  to  H a g g l e ,  " l t  t a k e s  G o d  

H i m s e l f  to  b e  f a i r  t o  t w o  d i f f e t - e n t  p e o p l e  a t  o n c e "  t2&:151j- 

/ 
One o f  t h e  o t h e r  " t h i n g s  Cshe3 s h o u l d  h a v e  known, t h i n g s  

[ s h e 3  s h o u l d  h a v e  s e e n "  1 S A : 1 1 9 )  w a s  t h e  unhappy  f e e l i n g s  
_- - -- - 

c o n s t a n t l y  a r o u s e d  i n  H i l d a  by  t h e  s i g h t  o f  h e r  mothet .  

t w i r l i n g  t h e  Swamp Angel .  F o r  t h e  l i t t l e  p e a r l - h a n d l e d  g u n ,  -_-_ -- 

t h a t  t -eminds t h e  mother- of  a t l m e  when she w a s  attractive 

and w a s  l o v e d ,  r e m i n d s  t h e  d a u g h t e r  o f  a t i m e  when s h e  w a s  -- .- 

c o n s i g n e d  t o  b a a r d i n g  s c h o o l s  a n d  t e a s e d  by  h e r  c i a s z m a t e s  

f a r  h a v l n g  a ~ u g g l e r  fot- a m o t h e r .  Ekecause M r s .  b e v e r a n c e  

c o n s t a n t l y  f o n d l e s  i t ,  at- p r e s s e s  " t h e  h a r d  shape o f  t h e  

P - e v o l v e r  a g a i n s t  h e r  g r e a t  t h i g h  w i t h i n  t h e  bed"  !~A:!30), 

t h e  Swamp f inge l  s e e m s  a i s u  to  b e  a s e x u a l  symbol t~ her-  

h e  h a s  i s o l a t e d  h e v s e l f  t r o m  her 1 

d a u g h t e t -  by c l i n g i n g  L o  t h e  p a e t .  / H e r  s e v e r a n c e  f rom t h e  
-I 

t is n e c e s s a r y  t o  f r e e  h e r  d a u g h t e r  t o  mart-y a n d  t o  

ce f u t u r e  g e n e t - a t  ions.  

N e l l  S e v e r a n c e ,  however ,  is as l l t t l e  trusting af 

s y m b o l s  a s  is E t h e l  Wi l son .  I n  a let ter  t o  J o h n  G r a y ,  "who 

assumed  e d i t o r s h i p  o f  M r s .  W i l s o n ' s  f i c t i o n  i n  1547 and  a v e r  

t h e  y e a r s  became a c l o s e  f r i e n d  a n d  c o n f i d a n t , "  Wi l son  

v o i c e s  c a n c e r n :  

I a m  i n  danger-  o f  making t h e  5-13. too s y m b o l i c ,  and  f 
h a v e  a hart-at* o f  symbol  u n l e s s  i t  is a n  h o n e s t  symbol  
a n d  a n  i n e v i t a b l e  p o r t e n t  t o  t h e  w r i t e r .  f f i t  seems 
a t  a l l  c o n t r i v e d ,  i t  is o f  a l l  t h i n g s  t h e  m o s t  phoney  
a n d  p r e t e n t i o u s ,  a n d  e a s i l y  r e c o g n i z a b l e  a s  s u c h .  i 'y  



< When N e l l  5 e v e r a n c e  h a s  b e e n  

p u b l i c  e x p o s u r e  o f  t h e  Swamp 

I- 

1 fZ 1 

s e d a t e d ,  a f t e r  h e r  f a l l  and het- 

A n g e l ,  she mutwer-s, "611 t h i s  

n a w a d a y s  o f  symbol  symbol  symbof . .  . d e s t r o y i n g  t - e a l i  t y . .  . too 

much power ,  p e o p l e  wursh  i p  s y m b o l .  . . o b s c u r e s  s o m e t h i n g . .  , " 

15&:79) I t  is t h e n  t h a t  s h e  d e t e r - m i n e s ,  " 1  s h a l l  lase ~t 
7- 

a n d  s a v e  i t "  (S&:BV> b y  s e n d i n g  i t  to  Maygie  f a t -  satei..eep~ng 

a n d  u l t i m a t e  d l 5 p o s a . l .  S h e  t-eai 1 zes t h a t  when " h e r  e n d e a r e d  

symbol  h a s  q u n e ,  ... Lshe h a 5 3  n u t h i n g  now b u t  the t - e a l i t ~ "  

ISA:831. S h e  h a s  g i v e n  up h e r  s a n c t u a r y  i n  a p a s t  i l f e  t o  

a c c e p t  t h e  n a t u r a l  c y c l e  o f  a g l n g  a n d  d e a t h .  

When Maygle s u s p e c t s  t h a t  s o m e t h i n g  h a s  h a p p e n e d  to  

Ne11 S e v e r a n c e ,  a n d  t h a t  s h e ,  Maygie ,  will " n e v e r  y o  back t o  

t h e  c o a s t , "  s h e  sees "as a n  a w i l d  d a y ,  t h e  s h a l l o w  sea o f  

E n g l x s h  Hay t o r n  up b y  the roots  a n d  tlunq d a ~ n  a g a i n ,  a n d  

t h e  p e t u l a n t  seagulls f l o a t i n g ,  s u s p e n d e d ,  hxgh up i n  t h e  

wxnd, and  t h e  t a l l  trees on  t h e  park.. s h o t - e  r e e l i n g  i n  t h e  

sea w i n d "  !&A: 111). Wind is a s l g n a l  o f  c h a n g e ,  a n d  H a g g l e  

knows t h a t  t h e  w o r l d  of  t h e  Coast has b e e n  w r e s t e d  t r o m  h e v  

f o r e v e r .  S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  l t  is t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d  a t  t h e  

s e a s h o r e  t h a t  s h e  m i s s e s ,  b u t  now t h a t  s h e  h a s  t o u n d  new 

t-oats a t  Three Loan Lake, a n d  now t h a t  s h e  r e t a i n s  t h e  

e s s e n c e  o f  a l l  t h a t  she has l o v e d  o f  t h e  coastal 

environment. " i t  d o e s n ' t  r e a l l y  m a t t e r "  C~3:111). 

A 1  t h o u g h  Nell S e v e r a n c e  c o n t e n d s  t h a t  " e v e r - y t h i n y  ut 

i m p o r t a n c e  h a p p e n s  ~ n d o o t - 5 "  (m: i 4 Y ) ,  t w o  o f  the m o s t  

s l g n l f i c a n t  e v e n t s  i n  t h e  c l o s r n g  y e a r s  o f  her- l i f e  h a p p e n  



1 

o u t d o o r s .  H e r  f a l l  o n  t h e  s i d e w a l k  neat- h e r  home g i v e s  het- 

a f o r e t a s t e  o f  h e r  own m o r t a l i t y  a n d  fa t - -ces  her- to  come t o  

t e r m s  w i t h  h e r  a t t a c h m e n t  t o  t h e  Swamp k n g e l  a n d  w i t h  het- 

t - e s p o n s i b  i l i t y  t o w a r d s  h e r  d a u g h t e r  's h a p p i n e s s .  Hev s e c o n d  

ven tu r -e ,  a t r i p  t a  Karrtlaops. a l l o w s  h e r  t o  v i s i t  P l a r j r j i e ,  t o  

s h a r e  w i t h  Maggie  her- p h i l o s o p h y  uf l i f e ,  a n d  to  e n s u r e  

d i s p o s a l  o f  t h e  gun.  

N e i l  S e v e r a n c e ,  w i t h  h e r  " a c i d  good s e n s e ,  " c h i d e s  

Maggie  f o r  p r e s u m i n g  t h a t  " o n c e  o u t  i n t o  t h e  f r e s h  a i r ,  

e v e r y t h i n g  would b e  easy" (52 :  1491. She r e m i n d s  Maggie  t h a t  

" W e  are a l l  i n  i t  t o g e t h e r .  ' N o  Man is an  Tland ,  1 a m  

i n v o l v e d  w i t h  P iank inde '  a n d  w e  h a v e  n o  immuni ty  a n d  w e  may 

as w e l l  r e a l i z e  i t "  (SH: 150). Maggie  h a s  a l r e a d y  l e a r n e d  

t h a t  s h e  w i l l  never-  b e  immune a t  t h e  l a k e .  Moreover  s h e  

t - e c o g n i s e s  t h a t  i f  s h e  lets human r e l a t i o n s  d e f e a t  h e r ,  s h e  

w i l l  b e  n o  less immune e v e n  i f  s h e  f l e e s  t o  a new ,job a t  Mt-. 

C u n n i n g h a m ' s  lcldge. No Longer  c a n  s h e  s i m p l y  igno t -e  v'' 

o b s t a c l e s  a n d  s w i m  a r o u n d  them. H e t t y  Dot-val t r ies to  

e m u l a t e  t h e  w i l d  g e e s e  i n  t h e i t -  a p p a r e n t  f r eedom to  flee. 

B u t  Maggie  l e a r n s  t h a t  i t  is u s e l e s s  t o  f l e e .  Une must  tace 

up t o  human r e l a t i o n s ,  c o u n t e r a c t  g o s s i p  a n d  i l l  f e e l i n g s .  

One m u s t  b u i l d  communi ty  w i t h  c h e e r f u l  t - e s o l v e .  Magyie  

f a c e s  a new s p r i n g  s e n s i t i v e  t o  V e r a ' s  n e e d s .  S h e  

encburages t h e  o t h e r s  t o  " d o  a l i t t l e  m o r e  p e t t i n g ,  a 

l i t t l e  m o r e  h e l p i n g "  (a: 153).  
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Maggie ,  who h a s  real i s t i c a l l y  worked t o  bull13 h e r  own 

f u t u r e ,  h a s  shown h e r s e l f  t o  b e  t h e  i d e a l  t - e c i p i e n k  o t  t h e  

Swamp Angel .  S h e  a . s su tXes  h e r  f r i e n d ,  N e l  l, " l a m  s o  s u r e  

t h a t  out- a b l l l t y  t o  t h r o w  away t h e  s u b s t a n c e ,  t o  l o s e  a l l  

y e t  k e e p  t h e  e s s e n c e  15 v e r y  ~ m p a t - t a n t "  (~2: 123). The Swamp 

Anyel  b e l o n g s  to  t h e  t e m p o r a l ,  human wot-ld, and  e v e n t u a l l y  

i t  w i f  f be " n o t  e v e n  a memory, f o r  the t -e  w i l l  b e  n o  o n e  t o  

remember i t "  iSEi:157). But  Magyie  is q u i c k  to pundet-, "Yet  

d o e s  t h e  e s s e n c e  o f  a l l  c u s t o m  a n d  v i r t u e  p e r i s h ? "  tSA:157) 

3 Thus,  Maggie  is a b l e  t o  r e l i n q u i s h  t h e  Swamp A n g e l ,  

) which  f o r  N e l l  a n d  her d a u g h t e r ,  H i l d a ,  h a s  b e e n  a symbol  of  

) s t a s i s ,  o f  t h e  p a s t ,  o f  b a r r i e r s  to  c o m m u n i c a t i o n .  J u s t  as  i 
A r t h u r  adnx  ts h i s  m o r t a l i t y  when h e  h a s  E x c a l l b u r  th rown t 

I n t o  t h e  waves ,  so H a g g l e ,  nn c o n s i y n l n g  t h e  Swamp Hngel  t o  

t h e  l a k e ,  a c c e p t s  t h e  inevitability o f  c h a n g e  a n d  m o r t a l i t y .  . 

J u s t  as N e i l  Sever-ance  is a b l e  t o  sevet- her- t ies  to  the 

p a s t ,  t o  s u r r e n d e r  h e r  symbol  of  power ,  t o  a l l o w  het- 

d a u g h t e r  a l i f e  o f  h e r  own, so  Maggie  1s a b l e  to  l a y  t o  

rest t h e  g h o s t s  of h e r  f o r m e r  f a m i l y ,  t o  t e m p e r  h e r  n e e d  f o r  

pet-sorial s o l i t u d e ,  ta f o c u s  t - e s a l u t e l y  o n  b u l  l d l n g  t h e  

p r e s e n t  a n d  f u t u r e .  The i m p l i e d  p r o m i s e  of r e n e w a l  a n d  

s u c c e s s  to t -  Maygie  is i n h e r e n t  i n  the i m a g e s  o f  movement a n d  

c h a n g e  a5 " f l o a t i n g  c l o u d ,  d r i f t i n g  s c e n t ,  tree, w i l d  

c t -ea tu t -e ,  cu t -v ing  f l e e t i n g  h i l l - - e a c h  made its own s t a t e m e n t  

t o  Maggie  i n  t h e  i m p e r i s h a b l e  s p t - i n g "  (53:  1%). 
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The v e r y  name, Swamp A n g e l ,  is a p p r o p r i a t e  i n  a W O P - . ~  

t h a t  e x p o s e s  a n d  r e s o l v e s  o p p o s i t i o n s .  I t  c o n t r a s t s  t h e  

c o r p o r e a l  a n d  t h e  d i v i n e :  whence humankind h a s  c o m e ,  t o  what  

i t  a s p i r e s .  T h i s  c h a o t i c ,  h u r t f u l ,  d i s o t - d e r l y  w o r l d  f u l l  af  

d e a t h  mus t  b e  a m e l i o t x a t e d  by t h e  h e a l i n g  a n d  i n s p i r a t i o n  o f  

n a t u t - e ,  b y  t h e  c o m p a s s i o n  a n d  commv.nity o f  humans. T h r t - e  1s 

n o  a n g e l  w i t h o u t  t h e  swamp, n o  t -ebi t - th  w i t h o u t  d e a t h .  h t h  

Maygie  L l o y d  and  N e l l  S e v e r a n c e  a re  n e c e s s a t - y  c o m p o n e n t s  st 

t h e  web o f  c r e a t i u n ,  f o r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  is n e c e s s a r y  i n  b o t h  

t h e  n a t u r a l  a n d  t h e  human w o r l d s .  

A s  B r e n t  Thompson asserts, "Man ct-eates symbols--- 

ange l s - - f rom t h e  swamp o f  h i s  e x i s t e n c e ,  b u t  God c r e a t e s  

man. M a n ' s  s y m b o l s  c a n  o n l y  b e  a p p r o x i m a t i o n s  o f  wha t  h e  a n d  

h i s  e n v i r o n m e n t  are,  a p p r o x i m a t i o n 5  which  d e s t r o y  t-eali t y  

when t h a y  are r e l i e d  upon t a u  much."Ae B e c a u s e  o f  h e r  

c l o s e n e s s  t o  n a t u r e ,  Maqgie  l e a r n s  a b o u t  r e a l i t y  a n d  c h a n g e  

<. earl ier  i n  l i f e  t h a n  d o e s  Nell Sever-ance .  I n  t h e  a c t i o n  o f  

r e t u r n i n g  the Swamp Angel  t o  t h e  " o o z e "  o f  t h e  swamp a n d  o f  

t h e  p a s t ,  Maggie  h a s  a f f i r m e d  t h e  n a t u r a l  a n d  d i v i n e  c y c l e  

o f  l i f e  a s  embodied  by  t h e  f i s h  " f f i c k e r i n q ,  weav ing  

c u r i o u s l y  aver-  t h e  Swamp Angel .  C t h e n l  f l i c k e r i n g ,  w e a v i n g ,  

Cresuming3  t h e i r  way" (Sk: 157). The i m a g e s  o f  m i g r a t i n g  

G i r d s  and  a f  f l i c k e r i n g  f i s h ,  i m a g e s  t h a t  o p e n  a n d  c lose  t h e  

n o v e l ,  ev0L.e movement a n d  s u g g e s t  t h e  r h y t h m s  of lite t h a t  

c r a w d  t h e  n a r - r a t l o n  o f  Swamp k n q e l .  The e s s e n c e  o f  t h e  

n o v e l  E t h e l  W l l s a n  h a s  wt-nt ten  1s ~ t s  a i f n t - m a t r o n  that b o t h  
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the human and na tura l  world are  inseparable pat-ts o f  " t h e  

miraculous interweaving uf ct-eat i o n .  . . the  ever last  i n y  web '' 

(SA: - lSO), 



CHCiPTER 5 

Love and S a l t  Water: "The Unplumbed, Sa l t ,  Estranging Sea" 

None o f  the  characters i n  Love and S a l t  Water w i l l  

experience as s t rong a r e l a t i o n s h i p  w l t h  na ture  as t ha t  

developed by Maggie, the pt-otagonist  o f   swam^ Anqel. 

However, E the l  Wi lson 's  l a s t  novel  does capture the 

" e ~ ~ e n c e ' *  o f  new landscapes no t  experienced i n  her  eat- l iet- 

works. I n  d iscuss ing her reasons f o r  w r i t i n g  Love and S a l t  

Water, t he  author a f f i r m s  t h a t  the  B r i t i s h  Columbia she 

loves so much i s  a "person o f  i n f i n i t e  v a r i e t y  and 

infet-ence. " She exp la ins  her des i r e  t o  f u r t h e r  exp lore  

t ha t  v a r i e t y  and commit i t  t o  paper: 

I have a l ready w r i t t e n  w i t h  some v e r i s i m i l i t u d e  about 
the Upper Country which I most love, bu t  there  i s  t ha t  
about the  s a l t  sea and out- own coasts, espec ia l l y  w i t h  
a l i f  e-long assoc i a t  i on  o f  summet-5, summers, summers, 
and changing seasons, which one ass imi la tes.  

She l abe l s  Love and S a l t  Water "a temperate a f f a i r -  l i k e  the 

water and c l ima te  o f  out- shores" The pt-otagonist, E l l e n  

Cuppy, t r a v e l s  a l s o  t o  the Okanagan Va l ley  and t o  the 

P ra i r i e s ,  bu t  the  s e t t i n g  o f  most importance i s  the sea 

t h a t  touches on Stanley Far-k, on Encj1~st-1 Bay, on the Gulf  

Is lands, " the  sea t ha t  so much en te rs  our l i v e s  here i f  we 

care in tense ly  about i t . "  

As E the l  Wilsan was probably f a m i l i a r  w i t h  the woi-ks o f  

Matthew Arnold, a fam i l y  f r i e n d  o f  her  great-grandparents, 



some of her attt-ibutes of salt water- may have been based on 

Grnold 's poem, " T o  Marguet-i te: " 

Yes: in the sea of life enisied, 
With echoing straits between us thrown. 

Dotting the shareless watery wild, 
We mortal millions live alone. 

The lslands feel the enclasping flow. 
And then their endless bounds they know. 

. . - 
Now r-aund us spreads the watery plain-- 
0 might our- mar-ges meet again ! 
Who ordered that their longing '5 fire 

Shauld be, as soon as kindled, cooled? 
Mho renders vain thei r- deep desi re'?-- 

A god, a god their severance ruled; 
And bade betwixt their shores to be 
The unplumbed, salt, estranging sea. 

Sixty-eight years old when Love and Salt Water was 

published, Ethel Wilson was a much more "experienced 

travellet-" than young Ellen Cuppy. In this novel, therefore, 

the third persctn narr-atot- appears trul y omniscient, 

verbalizing Wilson 's mature perceptions throughout. W e  will 

examine these perceptions and haw they are exemplified or 

reinforced by natural imagery such as light and darkness, 

and especially by the many and conflicting qualities and 

forces exhibited by the ever-present, ever-chang ing 

influence of the sea, or salt water. We will trace Ellen's 

secur-e self-absot-ption as a child and young adult, through 

two "sea changes, " to a measure of self-knowledye and a 

wi 11 ingness to trust others. 

Like so many of Wilson's heroines, Ellen embarks on an 

odyssey of self-discovery. The f it-st pat-agt-aph, always 50 



i m p o r t a n t  i n  W i l s o n ' 5  f i c t i o n ,  a le r t s  u.s n o t  o n l y  t o  t h e  

i d e a  o f  a j o u r n e y - - " p a c k i n g  ... s u i t c a s e s , "  b u t  a l s o  

f o r e s h a d o w s  E l  l e n  ' s  c r i t i c a l  v i e w  of mat-t-iaye, a n d  more 

i m p o r t a n t l y ,  a f f i r m s  E l l e n ' s  z e s t f u l ,  i m a g i n a t i v e ,  a n d  

c u t - i o u s  a p p r o a c h  t o  a n a l  y z  i n y  a1 1 t h a t  s u r t - o u n d s  h e r .  

B e c a u s e  o f  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n  a n d  s e n s e  o r  a d v e n t u r e  t h a t  

t h e y  s h a r e  w i t h  t h e  n a r r a t o t - ,  E l l e n  tat- Gypsy,  as s h e  is 

m o t - e  a p p r o p r i a t e l y  c a l l e d )  a n d  h e r  m o t h e r  are  f a s c i n a t e d  

w i t h  s h i p s  o f  a l l  k i n d s  p l y i n g  t h e  w a t e r s  n e a r  t h e i r  home. 

They e x c l a i m  o v e r  " l a r g e  d e e p - s e a  f r e i g h t e r s  which are  a l s o  

p a s s e n g e r  b o a t s ,  " A " t u g s  t r a v e l  1 i n g  s l o w l y . ,  - o r  t e a r i n g  o u t  

a l o n e  ... s e i n e r s ,  a n d  g i l l n e t t e r s ,  t a n k e r s ,  c o a s t i n g  v e s s e l s "  

(La:&). B u t ,  l i v e l y  t h e m s e l v e s ,  t h e y  a d m i r e  mos t  " t h e  t u g 5  

a n d  t h e  f r e i g h t e r s  [which  g i v e 1  mos t  l i f e  t o  t h e  s c e n e "  

t L Z : & ) .  

E a r l y  i n  t h e  s t o r y ,  t h e n ,  s a l t  w a t e r  is a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  

t h e  c h a l l e n g e s  a f  l i f e  -- a c t i v i t y ,  c h a n g e ,  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  

P e r h a p s  i t  e v e n  e n c o u r a g e s  o n e  t o  p l a n  f o r  t h e  f u t u r e ,  f o r  

M o t h e r ,  l o o k i n g  a t  the sea a n d  t h e  f r e i g h t e r s ,  o f t e n  s a y s ,  

"Some d a y ,  when F a t h e r  h a s  t i m e ,  Gypsy,  w e '  11 g o  on a 

f r e i g h t e t - "  (w: 71. The a u t h o r ,  e v e r  a w a r e  o f  t h e  

u n e x p e c t e d  a n d  i r r e v o c a b l e  b l o w s  d e a l t  by Chance  i n  a w o r l d  

w h e r e  "mos t  t h i n g s  are d a n g e r o u s .  N o t h i n g  is s a f e "  I N : 7 2 j T  

w a r n s  i r o n i c a l l y  a n d  o m i n o u s l y ,  "and  so  w e  c o n f i d e n t l y  p l a n  

out- l i v e s "  I w :  1 1 ) .  I n  a r o o m  w h e r e  t r i c k s  mi l i g h t  and 
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d a r k n e s s  make i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  d e t e r m i n e  r e a l i t y ,  E l l e n ,  a t  

t h e  a g e  o f  s i x t e e n ,  d i s c a v e r s  h e r  mathet- d e a d .  

I r o n i c a l l y ,  i t  is t o  s p e e d  r e c u p e r a t i o n  f rom t h e  s h o c k  

o f  M o t h e r ' s  d e a t h  t h a t  G y p s y  a n d  h e r  f a t h e r  s a i l  a l a n e  on a 

f r e i g h t e r  o u t  o f  Vancouver .  Even by  t h e  s e c o n d  d a y ,  t h e  

s h i p  b e g i n s  i t s  " i n s i d i o u s  a s s u a g e m e n t " :  

F r a n k  a n d  E l  l e n  wa lked  r o u n d  a n d  r o u n d  t h e  d e c k . .  . a n d  
t h e  wlnd whrpped them a n d  r a l n  s t u n g  t h e i r  f a c e s  a n d  
t h e  g r e a t  g r e y  waves  came s l o w l y  t o w a r d  t h e  s h l p  f r o m  
as  fa t -  w e s t  as  o n e  c o u l d  see t i l l  m i s t  c l o s e d  down. 

( m : 2 4 )  

L i f e  a f t e r  t h e  d e a t h  of h i s  w i f e  is f o r  F r a n k  Cuppy " a  s ta le  

d i t c h . "  The w h i p p i n g  w i n d ,  t h e  s t i n g i n g  r a i n ,  a n d  t h e  g r e a t  

g r e y  waves  may s t i l l  p a r a l l e l  h i s  e m o t i o n s ,  b u t  a t  t h e  s a m e  

t i m e  t h e y  r e s t o r e  a n d  i n v i g o r a t e .  B e i n g  e n c a p s u l a t e d  a n d  

i s o l a t e d  by  t h e  v a s t  o c e a n ,  t h e  Cuppys  are a l s o  removed ft-am 

t h e  d e b i l i t a t i n g  t h o u g h  wel l -mean ing  s y m p a t h y  of r e l a t i v e s  

a n d  f r i e n d s  a n d  are  a b l e  t a  d i r e c t  t h e i r  h e a l l n y  p t - a c e s s e s  

i n  ways m o s t  a p p r o p r i a t e  f o r  t h e m s e l v e s .  R e c o v e r y  c a n  be 

g r a d u a l ,  f o r  p a s s e n g e r s  o f  f r e i g h t e r s  a l so  f i n d  t h a t  

t h e y  are o f  n o  i m p o r t a n c e  whatever- ,  a n d  t h e i t -  movements 
are  conditioned e n t i r e l y  b y  t h e  f r e i g h t  which t h e  s h i p  
w i l l  p i c k  up a n d  d i s c a r d . .  . a n d  t h e r e  is n o  q u a r a n t e e  
w h a t e v e r  t h a t  t h e  p a s s e n g e r s  w i 1 l a r r i v e  a t  t h e i r  
u l t i m a t e  d e s t i n a t i o n  a t  a n y  g i v e n  t i m e .  They f i n d  t h e  
s e n s a t i o n  p l e a s a n t ,  a n d  are s u r p r i s e d .  ( w : 3 2 )  

What is s o  h e a l i n g  f o r  E l l e n  and F r a n k  Cuppy, a n d  f o r  many 

p a s s e n g e r s  f a t i g u e d ,  p r e s s u r e d ,  or  d i s t r e s s e d  by  l i f e ,  is 

t h a t  " a 1  l p e t - s o n a l  r e s p o n s i b i  l i t y  ceases, a n d  t h e  p e r i o d  of 

p r i v a t e  a r r a n g e m e n t s  a n d  d e c i s i o n s  s l i d e s  i n t a  t h e  p a s t "  

I U :  3 3 ) .  W e  see a pat -a l  l e P  b e t w e e n  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e s  a f  
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Maygie Lloyd at the Similkameen and those of the passenger-s 

at sea--one must have the time and privacy to deconstruct 

the self before one can look objectively at oneself and 

reconstitute the self yet again. 

But "an intimacy grows when people share.. . long hours.. . 
together each day for about thirty consecutive days fr-om 

nine in the morning until midnight in the peculiar isolation 

of a ship at sea" (LB:.34-34), and unwittingly, Ft-anzais 

Cuppy begins to feel an attraction for Nicola Gracey, who 

like he, has been named after a geographical location in 

British Columbia. As Frank's emotional turmoil increases, 

the weather too becanes inctmeasingly mat-e stormy, In "this 

cave in the ocean full of sound, the sea beating on the 

ship, and the great dark unknown fish around and beneath the 

ship" ( & t 4 l j ,  in this fearsome, unfamiliar, almost 

primordial atmosphere, Frank is confronted by deep, 

conf l icting emotions, and finds himself unable to reconcile 

his divided loyalties. He senses his deceased wife, Su=.an, 

on one side of him, Nicala on the other, In the "near dark" 

and the "broken liqht," Frank's peFceptions become confused. 

The Chr-istmas hymns of the sai lors have a power like 

that of prayer. As Gypsy's mother has earlier counselled, 

prayer "won't always take trouble away but it makes it 

easier fur you and m e  to understand and manage.. . it makes 
us all one family" (LB:104). This human community is 

necessary in or-der to oppose the destructiveness and 
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u n p t - e d i c t a b i  l i t y  o f  t h e  s a l t  w a t e r ,  d e s c t - i b e d  as "a cut-ious 

l i o n  c o l o u t - ,  n o t  t o  b e  t t - u s t e d "  !LB: 43) . N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  ttie 

p a s s e n g e r s  la ter  r e g a r d  t h r e e  " i t - r e s p o n s i b  le" w a t e r s p o u t s  as 

e n t e t - t a i n i n y  b e c a u s e ,  d e s p i t e  t h e i r  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  

" i r r e s i s t i b l e  f o r c e , "  t h e y  s t a y  " l i k e  t i g e r s  a t  a s a f e  

d i s t a n c e "  {LB:433. A s  l o n g  as t h e i r  "ox is CnotJ  g o r e d , "  

a s  l o n g  as t h e y  f e e l  t h e y  are a b o v e  o r  b e y a n d  t h e  l a w s  o f  

t h e  s a l t  w a t e r ,  t h e  p a s s e n g e r s  c o n t i n u e  i n  t h e  s a m e  

e s c a p i s m ,  i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  a n d  s u p e r f i c i a l i t y  a s  embodied  

b y  t h e  w a t e r s p o u t s .  Most d o  n o t  a c k n o w l e d g e  t h a t .  z n  v a s t  

e l e m e n t a l  w a t e r s ,  a t  a n y  u n f o r e s e e n  moment s o m e  i n d i v i d u a l s  

may s i n k  o r  s o m e  may s u r v i v e .  And i n d e e d ,  a young " s e a - b o y ,  " 

t h e  o n l y  y o u t h  a b o a r d  t h e  s h i p  o t h e r  t h a n  E l l e n ,  is s n a t c h e d  

o v e r b o a r d  b y  a wave and  dt-owns. 

N e v e t - t h e l e s z ,  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  p o w e r f u l  a n d  

u n p r e d i c t a b l e  s a l t  w a t e r T  b u i l d s  c o u r a g e  a n d  demands  s e L f -  

a s s e r t i o n .  When a l i f e - t h r e a t e n i n g  s t o r - m  b a t t e r s  t h e  s h i p ,  

s m a s h i n g  p o r t h a l e s ,  c a u s i n g  lacerat  i o n s  a n d  f r a c t u r e d  b o n e s ,  

t h e i r  attempts t o  h e l p  fellaw p a s s e n y e r s  e n g e n d e r  i n  Fr-ank 4' 

a n d  Nicola a r e s p e c t  a n d  a d m i r a t i o n  f o r -  e a c h  o t h e r  t h a t  will 

grow ta a f  f e c t l o n .  Unly  l o v e  e f f e c t i v e l y  p r o t e c t s  a g a i n s t  

t h e  s t o r m i e s t  p a s s a g e s  o f  I z f e .  

However-, Gypsy ,  who now f e e l s  s h e  h a s  last  b o t h  h e r  

m o t h e r  a n d  f a t h e r  tht-ouyh c i r c u m s t a n c e s  beyond  h e r  c o n t r o l ,  

f e e l 5  "vetTy much a l o n e  on  t h i s  sea, and y e t  v e r y  much 



t o g e t h e r  w r t h  a l l  t h e  o t h e r  p e o p l e  who w e r e  a l so  a l o n e "  '/ 

(L-: 4b). The c o n f  i i c t i n g  i s o l a t i o n  and i n t i m a c y  imposed b y  

t h e  sea is a p u z z l i n g  d i c h o t o m y  t h a t  w i l l  t a k e  Gypsy many 

y e a t - s  and  many v o y a g e s  t o  r e s o l v e .  

A f t e r  r e t u r n i n g  f r o m  h e r  sea v o y a g e ,  E l l e n  e n t e r s  

n u m e r o u s  " y e a r s  o f  el i s i o n .  " The n a r r a t o r  e x p l a i n 5  

p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y  a n d  a t  l e n g t h :  

There is a c u r i o u s  s e m b l a n c e  o f  t - e a l i t y  I n  t h o s e  of  mtr 

y e a r s  w h i c h  are c e r t a i n l y  v a l i d ,  b u t  s e e m  t o  e l i d e ,  a n d  
d i f f e r -  f r o m  out- year-5  o f  r e a l i t y .  Dut-in9 t h o s e  y e a r 5  
of e l i s i o n  w e  l i v e ,  o f  cou t - se ,  w i t h  r e l a t i v e  i n t e n s i t y ,  
and  t h o s e  y e a r s  mark ,  r e t a r d ,  h a s t e n ,  i m p r a v e ,  o r  
w o r s e n  u s ,  a n d ,  alas,  may a f f e c t  s o m e  o f  t h o s e  w i t h  
whom w e  c o m e  i n t o  t o u c h  ..., b u t  t h e n  t h e  t r u e  y e a r s  of 
out- 1 i f e  a r r i v e - - o r  d o  n o t  ar t - ive--and w e  f o r g e t  t h o s e  
o t h e r  i t ' t - e l e v a n t  y e a r s  w h i c h  may, s i n c e  Time is a n  
a g e n t ,  s o m e  d a y  s t i t - ,  and t a k e  t h e i t -  u n e x p e c t e d  
v e n g e a n c e  i n  a v a r i e t y  o f  i n y e n i a u s  w a y 5 .  Such, a t  
least ,  w a s  E l l e n ' s  e x p e r i e n c e .  (La: !5O) 

Desmond P a c e y  d e n o u n c e s  t h e  " l a m e n e s s "  a n d  "'muddled t h n u y h t ' '  

uf t h i s  p a s s a g e ,  a n d  l a b e l s  i t  an " a r t i s t i c  b l u n d e r ,  s i n c e  

i t  te l l s  u 5  t h a t  n o t h i n g  o f  s i g n i f i c a n c e  ... is going 

h a p p e n  t o  E l l e n  u n t i l .  . . t h e  v e r y  l a s t  p a g e s  o f  t h e  n a v e l "  " 

A l t h o u g h  t h e  p a s s a g e  m a y  be  somewhat  i n t r u s i v e  i n  c o n t e x t ,  

t h i s  s u r e l y  is a s h a l l o w  i n t e r p t - e t a t i o n  o f  W i l s o n ' s  i n t e n t -  

E x c i t i n g  or  d a n g e r o u s  e v e n t s  w i l l  h a p p e n  p h y s i c a l l y  t o  E l l e n  

b e f o r e  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  n o v e l ,  e s p e c i a l l y  h e r  d i s f  igut-ement 

a n d  n e a r  d r o w n i n g ,  t h e  m o s t  g t - i p p l n y  p o v t i o n  o f  t h e  e n t i r e  

w o r k .  Her  s t t - u g g l e  t o  t-ercue h e r  nephew a n d  h e r  nea t - -dea th  

i n  t h e  s a l t  w a t e r -  p r e p a r e  E l l e n  f a t -  t h o s e  " t r - u e  years" w h i c h  

o c c u r  when s h e  m e e t s  Gear-ge a t  t h e  t r a i n .  f o r  t h e n ,  as  when 

s h e  e x p e t - i e n c e s  h e r  f i r s t  p h y s i c a l  c o n t a c t  w i t h  s a l t  w a t e r  
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on h e r  o c e a n  v o y a g e ,  s h e  w i l l  n e e d  t o  a l l o w  i n t i m a c y  w h i l e  

a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  demanding  p e r s o n a l  s p a c e  a n d  r e s p e c t .  

Above a l l ,  s h e  w i l l  n e e d  t o  f o r c e  h e r s e l f  t o  f a c e  a n d  

a t t e m p t  t o  r e s a l v e  l i f e ' s  p rob lems- -  c h a n q e ,  a g i n g ,  d e a t h ,  

knowing o n e s e l f  a n d  o t h e r s ,  t o  name b u t  a few. U n l i k e  

E l l e n ,  many o f  E t h e l  W i l s u n ' s  c h a t - a c t e t - 5  d o  n o t  e m e r g e  f r a m  

t h e i t -  year-s  o f  e l i s i o n .  Cls 1 J i l l i a m  H. N e w  a t rse t -ves ,  "Fot- 

H e t t y  a n d  Edward a n d  M y r t l e  J o h n s a n ,  n o  . t t -ue  y e a r s  ' ever- 

a r r i v e ;  b e c a u s e  o f  d e a t h  o r  teat- or  a t - e s t t - i c t e d  i m a g i n a t  i o n  

t h e y  n e v e r  d o  b r e a k  o u t  a f  t h e  ' s e m b l a n c e  o f  t-eali t y  " ' ;  " 

I t  is E l l e n ' s  p s y c h o l o q i c a l  g r o w t h  a n d  het- cleat-er 

p e r c e p t i o n  o f  r e a l i t y  t h a t  W i l s o n  v i e w s  as u l  t i m a t e l y  

s i g n i f i c a n t .  

F'acey a l so  c o n t e n d s  t h a t  t h e r e  is " n o t h i n g  i n  t h e  

r e m a i n d e r  o f  t h e  n o v e l . .  . C t h a t  c l a t - i f  i e s f  t h e  t -efe t -ence  t o  

Time t a k i n g  i ts v e n g e a n c e . "  However, had  E l l e n  n o t  

t - e t r e a t e d  f rom t h o s e  " w a t e r  matters" which  c o n s t i t u t e  l i f e ,  

s h e  would h a v e  d e v e l o p e d  a gt-eater compass im-i  and 

u n d e r - s t a n d i n g  o f  N o r a ,  whose  f i r s t  baby  has d i e d ,  whose 

s e c o n d  s o n  i s  d e f o r m e d  a n d  m a n g o l o i d ,  and  whose l a s t  

p r e c i o u s  son is g r o w i n g  d e a f .  Ellen n e v e r  d o e s  l e a r n  t h a t  

"Morgan C i s 3  moved a l w a y s  b y  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  C i s 3  p i t y  a n d  

c o m p u n c t i o n  a n d  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  a n d  p a t e t - n i  t y  a n d  t h e r e f o r e  

h e  [ v i s i t s ]  h i s  i d i o t  s o n  a n d  Cdt- ives7 t h e r e  a l o n e "  

( w : 1 4 2 ) ;  h e n c e ,  s h e  is u n a b l e  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  b e t w e e n  t h e  

a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  r e a l i t y  o f  Mot-gan Peake :  "Sf  s h e  had  known o f  



Mor-gan's  v i s i t s  s h e  wou.ld h a v e  b e e n  d e e p l y  t o u c h e d ,  a n d  

would  h a v e  l o o k e d  a t  h im w i t h  i n f o r m e d  a n d  i n t e r e s t e d  eyes" 

i L B :  143) .  B e c a u s e  E l l e n  h a s  t - e t t - e a t e d  i n t o  t h 0 . 5 ~  yea t - s  of  

el  i s i o n ,  s h e  is m o r e  ct-I t i ca l  o f  N o r a  's o v e t - - p r o t e c t i v e n e s s  

o f  J o h n n y ,  m o r e  e a g e r  t o  g i v e  h im i n t e r e s t i n g  e x p e r i e n c e s  

away f rom h i s  m o t h e r .  H e r  y e a r s  o f  u n c o n s c i o u s l y  

i r r e s p o n s i b l e  b e h a v i a t -  do t a k e  u n e x p e c t e d  v e n g e a n c e ,  f o r  

t h e y  l e a d  t o  h e r  s u b m e r s i o n  i n  t h e  v i o l e n t  d e p t h s  a t  t h e  

s a l t  w a t e r .  

I n  Love  a n d  Sal t  Water, E t h e l  W i l s o n  c o n s t a n t l y  

e x a m i n e s  t h e  c o n f l i c t  b e t w e e n  a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  r e a l i t y .  A s  

e a r l y  a5 t h e  t h i r d  p a g e  o i  t h e  book.  out- p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  

r e a l i t y  are  c h a l l e n g e d :  

The f r e i g h t e r ,  moving s l o w l y  a l o n g  t h e  d i v i d i n g  l i n e  o f  
sea a n d  s k y . .  . , g r a d u a l l y  t u r n e d  t o w a r d  Vancouver  a n d  
c h a n g e d  its a p p e a r a n c e  t o  a n  a m a z i n g  d e g r e e .  The s h i p  
which  h a d  a p p e a r e d  e x c e s s i v e l y  l o n g  a n d  e l e g a n t  became 
f  o r e s h o t - t e n e d ,  a n d  w a s  t r a n s f  ot-med to  a l a r g e  s q u a t  
b l a c k  o b j e c t  a p p t - o a c h i n g  upon  t h e  o c e a n .  tL-:Si 

B y  e x t e n s i o n .  n o t  o n l y  o b j e c t s ,  b u t  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  b e t w e e n  

p e o p l e ,  d e p e n d  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  r e c o g n i t i o n  a n d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  

A s  w e  h a v e  n o t e d  eat-liet-, s h a d e s  of r e a l i t y  are o f t e n  

e q u a t e d  i n  t h i s  book w i t h  s h a d e s  o f  l i g h t .  T h i s  is 

e s p e c i a l l y  a f f i r m e d  when E l l e n  is a n a l y z i n g  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  

het- r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  H u w ,  a f o r m e r  pi--ismnet- o f  w a r  t o  w h o m  

s h e  is a f f i a n c e d .  When s h e  r e f l e c t s  "upon t h e  n a t u r e  o f  

t - e a l i t y ,  Cshe  f i n d s  i t 7  to  b e  o n e  l o r  a l m o s t  o n e )  w i t h  t h e  

n a t u r e  o f  l i g h t - - l i g h t  i m p l y i n g ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a l so  t h e  a b s e n c e  

o f  l i g h t .  t h a t  is, d a t - k n e s s "  I w : 6 7 ) .  



W a t c h i n g  t h e  " c u r i o u s  i r r e g u l a r  wedge-shaped 

q u a d r i l a t e r a l s  o f  l i g h t  a n d  dat-k,  " i n  t - e a l i t y  r e f  f e c t i a n s  

made by cars p a s s i n g  h e r  bedraom windows, E l l e n  a p p r e c i a t e s  

how d i f f i c u l t  i t  is t o  i n t e r p r e t  d e g r e e s  o f  l i g h t ,  f o r  

"some o v e r l a y  o t h e r s ,  r e n d e r i n g  them l i g h t  as s e e n  tht-ough a 

v e i  l ,  or d a r k  as  s e e n  thructgh a v e i  1 "  L B Such is t h e  

d i f f i c u l t y  o f  d e t e r m i n i n g  r e a l i t y  which ,  b e c a u s e  i t  relies 

so  c o m p l e t e l y  o n  p e r s o n a l  i n t e t - p t X e t a t i o n ,  1s o b s c u r e d  b y  s o  

many o v e r 1  y i n g  n u a n c e s :  

Such a numbet- o f  t h i n g s  a r i se  b e t w e e n  t w o  p e o p l e ,  
[ E l l e n  t h i n k s ] ,  l o o k i n g  up a t  t h e  r e c t a n g l e s  which 
c o n t i n u e d  g l i d i n g  a c r o s s  a n d  o u t ,  which  o n l o o k e r s  d o  
n o t  know; ... I f  o n e  c o u l d  o n l y  r e a d  t h e  o t h e r ' s  t r u e  
mind,  s h e  t h o u g h t . .  . i f  t h e r e  w e r e  o n l y  n o  m i s t r u s t ,  
n a  v e i l  be tween . . .  ( L a :  7 0 ) 

E l l e n  becomes alat7rned a s  t h e  "wedge s h a p e s  o f  l i g h t  a n d  

d a r k "  f a d e  w i t h  a p p r o a c h i n g  dawn, a n d  h e r  mind c r o w d s  w i t h  

e x i s t e n t i a l  c o n c e r n s ,  "What h a p p e n s  t o  them'? A r e  t h e y  s t i l l  

t h e r e  b u t  i n  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  l i g h t  d o  w e  n o t  see t h e m ?  . . . 
What is at-ound us '?" ( L a :  7 1  i S h e  t-ejects t h e  h i d d e n ,  

t-.ecoils f r o m  t h e  u n e x p l a i n e d .  P a r t  o f  t h e  m a t u r l t y  t h a t  

E l l e n  w i l l  g a i n  f rom h e r  " s e a - c h a n g e i '  is a k:nowledge t h a t  

het- d e s i r e  t o  " r e a d  t h e  o t h e r - ' s  ttwe mind" w i t h  " n o  v e i l  

b e t w e e n "  is o f t e n  n e i t h e r  p r a c t i c a l  n o r  d e s i r a b l e .  Even 

f a m i l i e s  a n d  l o v e r s  " h a v e  ta h a v e  r e t i c e n c e s "  t m :  144). 

The nat- t-atat-  a d v a n c e s  s p e c u f  a t  i o n s  t h a t  ex t e n d  e v e n  beyond 

E l  l e n  '5 p r e s e n t  c o m p r e h e n s i o n s :  

t h e r e  was  somewhere  s o m e  p a r a l l e l  o f  1 r g h t  a n d  d a r k n e s s ,  
af  i f  l u m i n a t i o n  a n d  b l o t t i n g - o u t ,  a n d  p e r h a p s  ou r  w h o l e  
e x i s t e n c e ,  o n e  w i t h  a n o t h e r ,  is a t r i ck  o f  l ~ g h t .  ( h a t  



may b e  somewhere  n e a r  t h e  t r u t h ,  which is o f  t e n  hat-d t o  
d e t e r m i n e  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  p v e s e n c e  o f  t h e  l i g h t s  a n d  
s h a d o w s  o f  l o o k ,  ward ,  t h o u g h t  which  t o u c h ,  g l i d e ,  p a s s  
o r  r e m a i n .  Somet imes  t h e  l i g h t  f a l l s ,  a n d  rests, w i t h  
a b e a u t i f u l  c l a r i t y ,  a n d  t h e  t r u t h  l i es  cleat-. 

( L a :  71 i 

The n a r r a t o r  is correct.  E l l e n ,  who as y e t  sees e v e n t s  o n l y  

as t h e y  a p p l y  t o  h e r ,  is s t i l l  u n a w a r e  o f  t h e  " w h o l e "  

e x i s t e n c e s ,  n o t  u n l y  o f  h e r  f i a n c e ,  Huw, b u t  o f  h e r  sister, 

N o r a ,  and  h e r  b r o t h e r - i n - l a w ,  Morgan. A 1  1 human 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t-aise t h e  d i f f i c u l t  pr-obiem o f  d i s c r i m i n a t i n g  

b e t w e e n  a p p e a r a n c e  and  real  i t y .  Only  s o m e t i m e s  d o e s  t h e  

l i g h t  f a l l  " w i t h  a b e a u t i f u l  c l a r i t y ,  a n d  the t r u t h  C l i ~ 3  

cleat-. " I n d e e d ,  o n e  must  o f t e n  c a n  n o t  know t h e  t t - u t h  o f  

m n e ' s  e x i s t e n c e .  A s  G e o r g e  Got-don p o n d e r s  when h i s  

f i r s t  mat-t-iage f a i l s ,  " H o w  c a n  a man know h i m s e l f  u n t i l  t h e  r 

u n e x p e c t e d  w o r s t  a r r i v e s ? "  ILSW: $ 2 )  

U n w i l l i n g  t o  " t a k e  a c h a n c e  a g a i n "  w i t h  f u t - t h e r  

e m o t i o n a l  i n v o l v e m e n t s ,  E l l e n  d e p r i v e s  h e t - s e l f  o f  j u s t  s u c h  

a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  - - to  know h e t T s e l f .  She  w i t h d r a w s  f rom t h e  

l i f e  a n d  a c t i v i t y  a n d  s t i m u l a t i o n s  a n d  r i s k s  o f  t h e  " s a l t  

w a t e r  w h i c h  s h e  Chas3 l i v e d  b e s i d e  a l l  h e r  l i f e , "  L i k e  

Maggie  Vardoe ,  s h e  a s s u m e s  t h e  b l a m e  f o r  t h e  u n h a p p i n e s s  o f  

a d i s c a r d e d  p a r t n e r .  A l t h o u g h  s h e  m i s s e s  t h e  s a l t  w a t e r ,  

s h e  p u n i s h e s  h e r s e l f  f a t -  wha t  s h e  a n d  o t h e r s ,  dt-awing ftwm 

v a l u e s  b a s e d  upon a p p e a r a n c e s ,  p e r c e i v e  a s  "wanton a n d  c r u e l  

. . . t r e a t m e n t  o f  tiuw who had  b e e n  a p r i s o n e r  [ o f  w a r 2  t o r  

d a y s  a n d  n i g h t s  a n d  w e e k s  a n d  m o n t h s  a n d  years ."  ft-:S3). 

E l  l e n  & n c o n s c i o u s l  y  i m p r i s o n s  h e r s e l f  f o r  a c o m p a r a b l e  
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length of time in the flatness of  the Prairies, in a flat 

1 i te of "sameness, less-brightness" il&: l u 2 j ,  In an 

impersonal job with an eccentric uld employer appropriately 

named Mt-. F'latt, the Get-man or French term for "flat. " , 

Although unwilling ta accept change or to make commitments, 

Ellen never- descends to the pa5sivi ty ot Mart, fur whom: 

The past and the futut-e have no significance, only the 
ephemeral pvesen t . Th is pet*son never real l y 
accomplishes anything. The less he accomplishes, 
the more he tries everything ... He eludes t-esponsibility. 
His stage remains one of non-choice. 

Despite her "free life-without-an-object" that gives her 

such security, Ellen beyins "to be teased sametimes by the 

discrepancy between the trivia of life and its purposes. 

Unexpected results Ccome7 ft-am insignificant happenings.; 

significant moments Cbt-ingJ revelation; history and time and 

change Cdisclctse3 these things" (CSW:lOZ). M a r t  never does 

become aware of himself, uf others, of reality, until the 

very moment of his death. Ellen's near-drownlng will 

dramatically al tet- her pet-ceptions of llfe, but even before 

then, her t-ehabi 1 itat ion beyins. 

We are prepared foe- El Len ' 5  fut-thetq progress in her- 

odyssey of self -disiovetyy when the navrator emphasizes the 

beauties of our vast country as seen by the "interested 

traveller" -- "the iauntt-y with its sleeping past, its 

awakened future.. . the extravagant f arests, prairies, 
lakes, and mountains Ein a land which1 enchants and speaks 

to him. The land is full o f  question. The  out-ney 
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d i s t u r b s  a n d  e x h i  l a t - a t e s "  iL-:97), Ft-om h e r  v e r y  e a r l y  

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  movement o f  b i r d s  and  s a l t  w a t e r ,  

E l l e n  h a s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  h e r s e l f  t o  b e  a n  ' " in teres ted  

t r a v e l l e t - .  " Sut- rounded by a l i v i n y ,  c h a n g l n g  w o r l d  o f  

a w a k e n i n g  a n d  becoming ,  E l l e n  l i k e l y  w i l l  b e  d i s t u t - b e d ,  

e x h i l a r a t e d ,  f i f t e d  f r o m  h e r  y e a r s  o f  e l i s i o n  t o  her 

"awakened f u t u r e . "  When W i l s o n  a lso  i n f o r m s  u s  t h a t  

" w e s t e r Y 3  p e o p l e  Kwh03 l i v e  on  t h e  p e t - i p h e r y . .  . continually 

. . . move a n d  r e t u r n ,  move a n d  r e t u r n ,  v e r y  l i k e  b i r d s  

i L a : $ B ) ,  w e  are p r e p a r e d ,  when M r .  F l a t t  d i e s ,  f o r  E l l e n ' - s  

release f r o m  t h e  f l a t n e s s  o f  bet- e x i s t e n c e  a n d  h e r  t7etut*n t o  

t h e  m a r g i n  o f  t h e  sea. 

L i k e  Maggie  L l o y d ,  E l l e n  e x p e r i e n c e s  t h e  h e a l i n g  a n d  

c o n t e n t m e n t  uf b e i n g  a t  o n e  w i t h  n a t u r e .  G a z i n g  a t  t h e  

"hund t -edr  0 5  s m a l  l n a m e l e s z  d u c k s ,  " t h e  sol  i ta t -y  c o r m o r a n t s ,  

t h e  m a l l a r d s ,  t h e  " d a z z l e  o f  w a t e r , ' b h e  e x u l t s ,  " '  L s h a l l  

n e v e r  t i re  o f  t h e s e  w a t e r  m a t t e r s . . . i t ' s  l i f e ,  a n d  m o r e  t h a n  

o r d i n a r y  l i f e  a n d  m o t i o n 2 . . . T h e  s i m p l e  s c e n e  i o n v e y e d  t o  h e r  

t h a t  a l t h o u g h  by h e r  h u m a n i t y  s h e  w a s  e x c l u d e d ,  s h e  w a s  a 

p a r t  o f  t h e s e  t h i n g s "  (m: 1 3 0 ) .  A s  y e t ,  however*, s h e  is 

s t i l l  a n  o b s e r v e r  o f  l i f e ,  n o t  a t r u e  p a r t i c i p a n t .  

I t  is C h a n c e  t h a t  o n c e  a g a i n  c h a n g e s  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  of 

E l l e n  's 1 i f e .  A s u d d e n  i 1 l n e s s  o f  Geot-ge Gat-don 's b o s s  

p t - e v e n t s  G e o r y e  f r o m  f l y i n g  t o  V a n c o u v e r  t o  v a c a t i o n  w i t h  

E l l e n :  

The c i rc le  o f  l i f e  is e x t t - a o t - d i n a r y ,  a n d  M i s s  Cuppy 
C i s 3  d rawn up  i n t o  t h e  c i rc le  of M r .  P r e n d e t - g a s t  '5 l i f e  



when his secretary Ehas3 to telephone the doctor that 
he C i s 3  ill, ... and the doctot- Ctelephonesl and Lrnakesl 
arrangements a-t the hospital, and the lives of G ~ o r y e  
Gordon in Montreal and Miss Cuppy in Vancouver- Care3 
affected, perhaps tempot-at-i 1 y ,  at- perhaps permanent 1 y 
and fatally. ILStJ: - ly?j -. .-a 

Pt-eviously unwilling to make a decision to marry George, 

Ellen now recognizes, in her ovetwhelming disappointment at 

his delay, just how much she loves him. The effects of 

Chance are far-reaching. Because Ellen is unable to take 

George with her to the Okanagan, she becomes free to take 

her young nephew to the Gulf Islands while his parents are 

called away on what subsequently turns out to be unnecessary 

political business. Chance governs all. Once again, kthel 

Wilson warns against planning life too confidently: "The 

change of plan now caused [Ellen7 no concern: anything that 

would happen between now and George's arrival was immaterial 

because her mind was set" (L-:lSS). Little does she 

that the terrible disfigurement of her face in an 

accident will, with its shadow, change yet again the 

composition af her reality, and cause her 'co doubt her-. 

abilities to retain George's affections. "Nothrng is saPe" 

iLL-: 72). 

As in Swamp Anqel, the narrator establishes a 

geographical , historical and tempat-al per-spec t ive for the 

setting. In evoking the Gulf Islands, Ethel Wilson satiates 

the senses with the sights of elegant juniper bushes, shaded 

green and grey with shadows of purple; of smooth arbutus 

trees with a skin the "shade neat- chartreuse" and a bark of 
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g l o r - i o u s  coppet -  c o l o u t - .  One f e e l s  t h e  s e n s a t i o n  of l y i n g  on 

dt-y m o s s ,  o f  c a s t i n g  o n e s e l f  i n t o  t h e  sea, of drying i n  t h e  

s u n .  One s m e l l s  t h e  a t -o inat lc  s c e n t  a f  j u n i p e r s  and cedars, 

t h e  s e a w e e d  a n d  t h e  s a l t  s e a .  One a p p r - e c i a t e s  t h a t  "YOU d o  

n o t  c o u n t  by  d a y s  which  s l i d e ,  shimmer-, coalesce, and become 

o n e  summer d a y  i n  s u c h  a p l a c e "  (L-:I&B). 

However-, i n  k e e p i n g  w i t h  t h e  t h e m a t i c  e m p h a s i s  o f  Lave 

a n d  S a l t  Water, a p p e a r a n c e s  d o  n o t  a l w a y s  r e f l e c t  r e a l i t y .  

On a f 1 i g h t  f r o m  Vancouver- to  V i c t o t - i a  t h e  tt3a.vel let- 
l o o k s  down on t h o s e  i n n u m e r a b l e  tt-ee-f i 1  l e d  i s l a n d s  o f  
dar-k g r e e n  co lou t - .  . .The  t r a v e l l e r  t h i n k s ,  Down be low m e  
is a l i f e  which  is i d y l l i c ,  a n d  so, f rom t h e  a i r - ,  i t  
would  s e e m .  b u t  l i f e  on  e v e r  so  b e a u t i f u l  a n  i s l a n d  
c a n  cease t o  b e  a n  i d y l l  when t h e  i s l a n d  is stat-m- 
bound ,  o r  r e p a i r - s  c a n n o t  b e  made, o r  t h e  b o a t  '5 e n g i n e  
b r e a k s  down.. -at- the d w e l l e r  becomes  bor-ed. 
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  l i f e  on  t h e s e  i s l a n d s  must  b e  a s  n e a r l y  
i d y l l i c  as  l i f e  c a n  be .  (~2,: 16Oi 

H a v i n g  warned  t h e  r eader -  t h a t  a l l  is n o t  a5 r t  s e e m s ,  t h e  

n a t - r a t o r  b u i  l d s  a n  e v e r - - i n i t - e a s i n g  s e n s e  o f  impend ing  

d i s a s t e r .  I n  t h i s  s t o r y ,  o n e  becomes  e x c e e d i n g l y  wary  o f  

p r o j e c t e d  e v e n t s  b e i n g  t a k e n  too much f o r  g r a n t e d .  

S u s p i c i o n s  are s t t - o n g l y  a t m u s e d  b y  t h e  announcement  t h a t  

" E l l e n  Cuppy C i s 3  a s t r o n g  s w i m m e t -  a n d  c a r e f u l .  S h e  C i s 3  

good i n  a b o a t .  I t  C i s 1  r e a s o n a b l e  t h a t  N o r a  s h o u l d  t twst 

h e r . . . "  (LB:137). The " s t r o n g  swimmer" r e m i n d s  o n e  of t h e  

c a p a b l e ,  d e c i s i v e  Maygie ,  b u t  i n  W i l s u n ' s  b o o k s ,  l i f e  s e l d o m  

f  o l l a w s  r e a s o n  . 
Mot-eover, t h e  p l e a s a n t  s c e n t s  o f  G a b r i o l a  I s l a n d  a r e  

c o n t r a s t e d  w i t h  t h e  s t r o n g  " s t e n c h  o f  d e c a y "  t h a t  E l l e n  h a d  
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no t  iced on her- voyage throcqh the Pamama Canal: "Thet-e must 

have been death there too, because many hugs c a r r i o n  b i r d s  

f l oa ted  h i gh  and low. She knew then t h a t  she was a 

northerner,  and on ly  a v i s i t o r  t o  such st range smel ls  and 

places" iL-: 167). Fam i l i a r  w i t h  Wi lson 's  sense o f  i runy,  

one i s  a l e r t e d  immediately t ha t  ne i t he r  not-thet+netxi nor  

nat-thern c l imes at-e exempt from cyc les  a f  death and decay. 

Soon E l l e n  w i l l  be faced by death even i n  a p lace where 

scent o f  seaweed and s a l t  sea evoke an apparent permanence 

and c o n t i n u i t y  o f  "summer-s gone away and summers t o  come" 

ti-.-@-: 1 6 & j  . 
The sense o f  foreboding i n t e n s i f i e s .  f requent  

t-efetxences t o  Johnny as "the cherub" cause ane t o  associate 

him w i t h  the  " B o t t i c e l l i  angel i n  ba th ing  tt-unks" who was su 

tr-ag i c a l  l y dt-.owned on the  Christmas fr-eigh tet- voyage. The 

summet- t ha t  E l l e n  takes Johnny t o  Gabviala, a b e a u t i f u l  

sunset reminds Aunt Maut-y o f  the  'Amen' a t  the end of  

Koss in i  '5 "Stabat Matet-. " The "Stabat Matet-, " L a t i n  tot- 

"Standing Mother," mus ica l l y  cummemot-ates Mary standing a t  ..- 

the cross mourning the c t -uc i f  i x i o n  o f  het- Son and suggests 

pet-haps a f u r t h e r  t r a g i c  and unwat-rented l oss  o f  a beloved 

son. Mat-rat ional asides warn even the must impercept ive 

reader. E l l e n  dreams tha t ,  when George a r r i ves ,  " then of 

course l i f e  would be happy and endless -- opening l i k e  a fan 

(never shockingly  closed i n  dea th ) "  t w : 1 7 2 f .  When the 

boat capsizes, then, one ieat-s fat- the  worst. I n  t h e i r  
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d i s j o i n t e d n e s s ,  E l l e n ' s  t h o u g h t s  s e e m  somewhat l i k e  M o r t ' s .  

W e  a r e  a w a t 7 e  t h a t  Mart d i e s ,  a n d  s o  s u s p e c t  t h a t  E l l e n  and  

J o h n n y  may a l s o .  I n d e e d ,  E t h e l  W i l s o n  w r o t e  a n  a l t e t - n a t e  

v e t - s i o n  to t h e  n o v e l ' s  e n d i n g  i n  which b o t h  characters  d o  

d  t-awn . 
But  E l l e n  a n d  J o h n n y  l i v e .  E l l e n ' s  + - a c i n g  t h o u g h t s  

have b e e n  i n  r e a l i t y  v e r y  u n l i k e  M o r t ' s .  Mort t h i n k s  o f  

h i m s e l f ,  blames E d d i e ,  c o n t i n u e s  to  T u n c t i o n  i n  a f a n t a s y  

w o r l d ,  d r e a m i n g  a b o u t  t h e  " w h i t e  h o u s e "  r a t h e r  t h a n  f a c i n g  

r e a l i t y  e v e n  i n  h i s  l a s t  moments. E l l e n ,  however ,  h o l d s  

h e r s e l f  r e s p o n s i b l e  fot-  t h e  a c c i d e n t ,  f e e l s  as i f  s h e  h a s  

become t h e  b o y ' s  m o t h e r  i n  h e r  d e s p e r a t e  a t t e m p t s  t o  save 

h i m .  She is "consumed w i t h  t h e  miser-y of h e r  f u l l y "  a n d  is 

r e a d y  t o  " f o r g o  t h i s  h e r  l i f e ,  for-,  i f  N o r a ' s  c h i l d  t d o e s l  

n o t  l i v e ,  s h e  C w i l l 7  y o  b a c k  i n t o  the sea" (L_SW_:I'TTi. 

The c l o s e n e s s  t o  " g r e a t  u l t i m a t e  s o r r o w "  t h a t  i o  

h u m b l e s  a n d  h u m i l i a t e s  E l l e n  e n a b l e s  N o r a  a n d  Morgan to  

f o r - g i v e  h e r ,  E l l e n  " c o u i d  h a r d l y  t - e t t - a in  i t - o m  tears  i n  h e r  

a b a s e m e n t ,  5a g r e a t  w a s  N o r a  ' s k i n d n e s s ,  a n d  Morgan ; 5, when 

t h e y  m i g h t  h a v e  m e t  h e r  h a t - s h l y  a n d  w i t h  u p b t - a i d i n g "  

< U : l S 7 ) .  E l l e n  r e c o g n i z e s  t h a t  s h e  h a s  m i s u n d e r s t o o d  

N o t x a ,  u n d e r e s t i m a t e d  Mot-yan. m i 5  j udged  t h e  real i t  ies o f  

t h e i t -  L i v e s  a n d  p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  S h e  a l so  l e a r n s  t h a t  " s h e  

had  b e t t e r  mind h e r  own b u s i n e s s .  E v e r y o n e  had  b e t t e r  mind 

t h e i r  own b u s i n e s s  (m: 188j. by a l l o w i n g  a gap b e t w e e n  
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s e l f  a n d  o t h e r s ,  E l l e n  d i s c o v e r s  t h a t  " a  g a p  h a b  c l o s e d "  

( L B :  1BB). 

Af tet- t h e  neat--dt-owning o f   he^ s o n ,  e v e n  t h e  not -mai ly  

i m p e r c e p t i v e  N o r a  p o n d e r s ,  " G o  w e  a l w a y s  l i v e  on t h e  b r i n k  

,&, . W e  h a v e  s e e n  t h a t  t h e n ' ?  . . . Y e s ,  1: b e l  i e v e  w e  do" i L 3 :  IS;" 

c h a t - a c t e t - s  i n  E t h e l  W i l s o n ' s  w t - i t i n g s  l i v e  on t h e  b r i n k .  

C h a n c e ,  m i s u n d e t - s t a n d i n g ,  c h a n g e s  i n  t - - e a l i t y  mean t h a t  fife 

is n e v e r  c e r t a i n .  But  i f  r e a l i t y  w e r e  a l w a y s  knowable  ot- 

"l 

g o v e t - n a b l e ,  i n d i v i d u a l s  w ~ u l d  cease t u  s e a r c h ,  to  c h a n g e ,  t o  

become. R e a l i t y  must  c o n t i n u e  t o  b e  e x p l o t - e d ,  j u s t  as t h e  

r e a l i t y  o f  G e o r g e ' s  l o v e  mus t  b e  t e s t e d .  E l l e n  mus t  

c o n f  r o n  t h e r  f  i a n c g  w i t h  h e r  scat- t-ed c h e e k .  A s  E l  ken 

r e c o g n i z e s ,  l i v e s  c a n n o t  be p a t t e r n e d  a f t e t -  maxims f r o m  

kUt le t%'s  N o t e b o o k s .  One mus t  l e a r n  ft-om p e t 7 s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e .  

M i  t h d r a w a l  , boredom,  y e a r s  o f  el i s r o n  at-e n o t  t h e  a n s w e r .  

a n l y  when w e  p l u n g e  i n t o  t h e  d e s t t 7 u c t i v e  e l e m e n t s  i n  which  

w e  f i v e  c a n  w e  t r u l y  b e  a l i v e .  The s a l t  w a t e r  m a y  b e  

d a n g e r o u s  a n d  u n p r e d i c t a b l e ,  b u t  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  i t  

restores a n d  r e j u v e n a t e s .  

t h e  t i t l e ,  Love  and  S a i t  Water, i m p l i e s ,  c a m p a s s i o n .  
J 

l a v e ,  a n d  f o r g i v e n e s s  make l i f e  P -u led  by c h a n c e  m a t - - e  

t o l e r a b l e .  U s  w e  l e a r n  ft-om t h e  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  E l l e n  Cuppy,  

t h e  d a n g e r s ,  c h a l l e n g e s ,  a n d  i s o l a t i o n  o f  " t h e  unplumbed,  

s a l t ,  e s t r a n g i n g  s e a "  mus t  b e  f a c e d  w i t h  f o v e  o f  p a r e n t ,  

of s p o u s e ,  o f  c h i l d ,  o f  f r i e n d s .  I n  l i f e ,  o n e  mus t  c h o o s e  a 

c o u r s e ,  weather-  t h e  s t o t - m s ,  a c c e p t  t h e  consequenc.2 .s -  rhough 
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i rfe m a y  st11 l b e  chequet-ed. only then d o e s  one e > : p e t - i e n ~ e  

t h e  "true yeat-5"  of one's existence.  



Chapter- b 

M r s  Goliyhtlv and otheti stories: 
"Survival in a Difficult Country" 

"Life is a diff icult country." Thus begins the epigraph to 

Mrs. Goliqhtly and other stories. the last of Ethel Wilson 5 

books to be published. Many of the themes and techniques 

employed in her novels became more ?eadily discer-nible in 

the concise form of her short stories. The isolation 

engendered by lack of human communication, the difficulty in 

appt-ehending reality, the ever-threatening incidence of 

chance and accident--all have made life a difficult country 

for Wilson's characters. in the short stories, death and 

violence become more noticeable, animals assume a greater 

significance, the landscape becomes a more causative agent. 

In the short staries, too, there is a more concerted search 

for truth, for a transcending divinity that gives meaning to 

liie. 

Ethel Wilson, as early as 1947, claimed that her "t-ole 

may be Cthat of a3 short story writer." Not only did she 

write a number of  short stories and essays, bue she 

originally decided to "relegate Topaz to the shut-t story 

class" (EM: SEL: 1 3 9 j  . Furthermare, Swamp Anqei, "Tuesday 

and Wednesday, " "Li lly's Story, " and Love and Sal t Water 

were eithet- developed from a short story or amalgamated 



f rom two or  t h r e e  s tories ,  s o m e  a f  them p t - e v l o u s l y  p u b i i s h e d .  

Only  H e t t v  Dot-val ,  i t s e l f  relatively b r i e f ,  w a s  w r i t t e n  as a 

c o m p l e t e  n o v e l  i n  i t s  first d r a f t .  

The w o t - k s  i n  N t - s .  G a l  i q h t l y  a n d  o t h e t -  s tor ies  s p a n  t h e  

l e n g t h  o f  h e r  l i t e r a r y  career. T a l e s  s u c h  as " I  J u s t  Love  

w h e r e a s  o t h e r s ,  s u c h  as "Fog, " "From Flares, " a n d  " T i l l  

d e a t h  u s  d o  p a r t ,  " d i d  n o t  a p p e a r  u n t i l  t h i s  c o l l e c t i o n .  

E>:amina t ion  o f  t h e s e  s tories w i l l  t h u s  p r o v i d e  a f i t t i n g  

c o n c l u 5 i o n  t o  my s t u d y  o f  t h e  t h e m e s  a n d  s t y l e s  i n  W i l s o n ' s  

w t - i  t i n g s .  

E t h e l  W i l s o n  e m p h a s i z e d  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  w r i t i n g  a b o u t  

wha t  o n e  knows a n d  a b o u t  wha t  o n e  f e e l s  s t r o n g l y :  " I ' m  

a g a i n s t  c o n s c i o u s  n a t i o n a l i t y  i n  a n o v e l  i f o r  a n o v e l  is 

a b o u t  p e o p l e  a n d  is u n i v e r s a l )  a n d  for t - e g i o n a l i s m ,  if 

r e g i o n  means  a l o t  t o  the w r i t e r - .  . . A  r e g i o n ,  CaJ s m a l l  

c o u n t r y  town.. .Ccan b e 3  y o u r  c o u n t r y  town a n d  mine-- 

a n y b o d y ' s  Reg ion  is u n i v e t - s a l  a n d  u n i f y i n g - - n o t  a d i v i d e v . "  

I n  a let ter  t o  M a l c o l m  R o s s ,  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c  a n d  e d i t o r  

o f  Q u e e n ' s  Q u a r t e r l y ,  W i l s o n  expands on h e r  susceptibility 

t o  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  p l a c e :  

I c o u l d  o n l y  w r i t e  a t  l e n g t h  a b o u t  Canada ,  a l t h o u g h  I 
know some o t h e r  c o u n t r i e s  f a i r l y  w e l l .  I c o u l d  o n l y  
w r i t e  a b o u t  B r i t i s h  C o l u m b i a  i t h i s  i n c l u d e s  p e o p l e  
o f . .  . ) , a l t h o u g h  f know C a n a d a  f r o m  h e r e  t o  P r i n c e  
Edward I s l a n d .  T h e r e f o r e  e v e r y t h i n g  Z a t  t e m p t  t o  w t - I  te 
is C a n a d i a n ,  a n d  e v e n  r e g i o n a l ,  i n  its a s p e c t .  

iEW: 5EL: 182) 
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Wilson's "association, affection, and apprehension of 

place and people" (EW:SEL:l82) are e5pecislly evident in her 

collectisn of stot-ies. Cif the eighteen, twelve are set 

completely or partly in VaniouvetX, and two in other parts of 

British Columbia. The stt-any sense of place, developed by 

Wilson's identification with the natural splendour of her- 

own ppovince, also allows het- to vivify scenes previously 

untouched in her- earl iet- novels--a. lsnel y stt-eet cot-net- ot- 

overgrown churchyard in Landon, an air- less confining tomb in 

Egypt, an equally confining European train compartmend, a 

stretch af "swirling, sucking rock-taund bays and caves" on 
< '  

the California coast. Wilson's emotional response to het7 

surroundings is typified by her reaction when viewrng "the 

stt-ong bodies of the seals playing in the tt-anslucent water. 

Mot- she exclairns,l "Whatever happens to me on earth, I 

shall never never forget it" ( M P l : l l j .  

Wilson goes a step further. Pet-c~ptrons and thinking 

patterns are not just conditioned by our immediate 

surroundings and culture. These patterns may be passed on 

to future generations, just as British. Rsman, eat-ly Greek 

civilizations strike a chord in M r s .  Fat-r-ester-, in "Haply 

the soul of m y  gt-andmother": 

However high the trees and mountains o f  her native 
British Columbia, they were native to her. However 
wide the prairies, she was part of them. However fey 
the moors o f  Devon, however ancient Glastonbut-y or 
London, they were pat-t of her. Greece was yaung and 
she was at home thetTe... A n d  Socrates, dt-inking the 
hemlack.. . wa.s that last week.. :? (PI&: 25-26] 



What i s  the in f l uence  o f  past  generat ions lung 

f o rgo t t en?  For- Wilsun emphasizes t ha t  i t  i z  not . jus t  

immediate phys ica l  and c u l t u r a l  landscape t ha t  determines 

us as human beings. She, through her nat-t-atot-, pos tu la tes  

t h a t  she who i s  "Canadian and C i s 7  f a i r  and Chas het-3 r oo t s  

nn tha t  p a r t  o f  England t h a t  was ravaged and s e t t l e d  by 

blond Norsemen" (fiPi:26> f i n d s  Egypt strange. The past t ha t  

has shaped an i n d i v i d u a l  s t i l l  l i v e s  w i th in .  On the other  

hand, her  husband, who '3s Canadian and i s  dark and befat-e 

yener-atiuns o f  being Canadian he was I r i s h ,  and before  

generat ions of be ing I t - ish--did the  dark Phoenicians come'? 

--and he f inds no strangeness" nn Egypt iil&:Zbj. 

For the f i t - s t  t ime i n  her  w r i t i n g ,  E the l  Wiison h i n t s  
\ 

a t  an extra-sensory world o f  i l l u s i o n  ot- t-eincarnatnon. f n  

"Haply t h e  sou l  o f  my yt-andmother", she chose a l i ter-at-y 

reference t o  animals t a  increase t h i s  sense o f  

uthet-wot71dl iness and the unknown: 

CLOWN: What is the op in ion  o f  Pythagot-us concerning 
w i l d  fowl3 

MALVOLIO: That the sou i  o f  out- grandam might haply  
i n h a b i t  a b i r d .  

-TWELFTH NIGHT,  Act IV, Scene i i. 

W e  are prampted t o  pander, "What f a r ce  l i e s  behind the 

pe t -s i s ten t l y  a t t ack i ng  insect '?  Whose was the mummified 

hand'?" 

I n  the  shor t  s t o r i es ,  E the l  Wilson ovet- t ly  expt-esses 

her  i n t e r e s t  i n  death and immor ta l i t y .  Even k ings  can be 

completely fo rgo t ten  by "genet-ations o f  l i v i n g  men, know- 



a1 ls, p h i  l o s o p h e r s t  s c i ~ n t  ist.5, s l a v e s ,  o r d i n a r y  p e o p i e "  

(M2:lBi. I n  t h e  E g y p t i a n  tombs ,  " a l l  t h a t  was  m o r t a l  o t  a 

man or  woman who h a d  b e e n  a l l - p o w e r f u l  h a d  l a l n . .  . s e a l e d  

away by a g e n e r a t i o n  f rdm o t h e r  g e n e t - a t i o n s  (men d o  n o t  

t r u s t  t h e i r  s u c c e s s o t - 5 ,  a n d  r i g h t l y ) "  (m:18). M t - s .  

Fo r - tws te t - ,  a n  a1 t e r - a ~ o  o f  W i  P5on h e r - s e l  f  is k e t - t - i  f l e d  b y  

a s t r o n g  p e r s i s t e n c e  o f  t h e  p a s t  i n t o  t h e  now a n d  
beyond  t h e  now. . . I t  w a s  n o t  t h e  d e a t h  o f  t h e  p l a c e  t h a t  
so  i n v a d e d  h e r ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e t - e  w a s  d e a t h :  i t  w a s  t h e  
l o n g  p e r s i s t e n t  l i f e  i n  w h i c h  h e r  b o n e s  a n d  f f e . i h  and  
a l l  t h e  c o m p l e x  j o y s  o f  h e r  l i f e  a n d  h e r  machine-woven 
c l o t h e s  a n d  h e r  l i p s t i c k  t h a t  w a s  so i m p o r t a n t  to  h e r  
w e r e  less t h a n  t h e  b r i g h t  a r m a u r  of a b e e t l e  on  which  
s h e  c o u l d  p u t  her- f o o t .  (PIE,: 19) 

H e r  i n s i g n i f i c a n c e  is d o u b l y  r e i n f o r c e d  by a k n o w l e d g e  t h a t  

t h e  armout<ed s c a r a b  h a s  fo r  m i l l e n i a  b e e n  associated with 

t - e s s u r e c t i o n  a n d  i m m o r t a l i t y .  I n  t h i s  a i r less  v a l l e y ,  u n f i t  

f o r  t h e  l i v i n g ,  b u t  i n  w h i c h  s o m e  p h a r a o h s  h a v e  s u c c e e d e d  i n  

i m m o r t a l  i r i n g  t h e i r  names ,  t h e  v i 5 i  t o r s  are a i a r m i n g l  y  

r e m i n d e d  o f  t h e i  t- m o t - t a l  i t y  o n c e  a g a i n ,  when s e v e r a l  t i m e s  

" t w o  g r e a t  b u r n i s h e d - w i n g e d  i n s e c t . 5  . . . a t t a c k e d  them l i k e  

bombers ,  ... t h e  t w o  v i c i o u s  b r i g h t  winged  i n s e c t s  c h a r y e d  

them,  o n e  h e r e ,  o n e  t h e r e ,  w i t h  a c l a t t e r i n g  h i s s "  (Pl&:22). 

M u m m i f i c a t i o n  w a 5  a n o t h e r  a t t e m p t  b y  t h e  E g y p t i a n s  to 

i m m u t - t a l i z e  t h e m s e l v e s ,  b u t  l i k e  tombs ,  mummies too c a n  b e  6 

d e s e c r a t e d .  When a n  a g e d ,  b e a r d e d  man tt-les t o  sel l  t h e  

F o r - r e s t e r - s  ,a s m a l l  mummified human h a n d ,  c u t  o f f  b e l o w  t h e  

w r i s t  a n d  wrapped  i n  a ta t ter  o f  g t - a v e - c l o t h e s .  and  when t h e  

h u s b a n d  a d m i t s  t o  h a v i n g  f e l t  s o m e t h i n g  b t = u s h i n g  them i n  t h e  

tomb, b r u s h i n g  them a l l  d a y ,  w e  are n o t  s u r p r i s e d  a t  M a t T c u 5 '  
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becoming i l l  a n d  t t - a n c e l i k e ,  d r e a m i n g  o f  t h e  f i t t l e  hand and 

s p e a k  i n g  a f o r e i g n  t o n g u e .  W i  t h  Mrs.. Fot-rester- . ,  w e  at-e 

f o r c e d  to  wonder ,  "whose w a s  t h a t  l i t t l e  hand . .  .D id  i t  e v e r  

k n o w  you..  . d i d  you e v e r  know t h a t  hand'?" 

I n  many o f  E t h e l  W l l s o n ' s  . s h o r t  s t u r i e s ,  s e t t i n g  n o t  

o n l y  p r o f o u n d l y  i n f l u e n c e s  c h a r a c t e r s  b u t  is r r n t t - a l  to t h e  

p l o t .  I n  " A  D r i n k  w i t h  A d a l p h u s , "  M r s .  Got-mley 's  

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  s c e n e r y  e n a b l e s  h e r  t o  feel " v e r y  

h a p p y  i s l a n d e d ,  l o s t  a l o n e  i n  t h i s  s i g h t "  ( m : b B ) .  S h e  

v i e w s  " t h e  i n l e t  shimmer-in9 l i k e  s i l k  w i t h  c r a w l i n g  waves  

where t h e  t i d a l  c u r r e n t s  t h r o u g h  t h e  Second  N a t - r a w s  

C d i s t u t - b l  t h e  w a t e r s "  a s  d i s p l a y i n g  " n e a r 1  y a l l  t h e  y lo t -y  

o f  t h e  w o r l d  a n d  n o  d e s p a i r "  fM:&8). T h i s  i n t e t - p r - e t a t i a n  

s h o w s  het- r e m a r k a b l e  o p t  i m i s n  d e s p i t e  h e r  l a m e n e s s ,  her- 

h u s b a n d ' s  i l l n e s s ,  het- l a c k  o f  e n t h u s i a s m  f o r  s p e n d i n g  a 

b o r i n g  " a f t e r n o o n  a d m i r i n g  D o l l y ' s  h o u s e . "  The d e l i g h t  s h e  

e x p e r i e n c e s  a t  t h e  s i g h t  o f  J o n a t h a n  P a s c o e  " d a n c i n g  i n  t h e  

s c e n t e d  moon1 i g h t  l i k e  a g r a y  f l a n n e l  moth"  (MI: 73) d i s t u r - b s  

h e r  j u s t  as  t h e  t i d a l  c u t - r e n t s  d i s t u r b  t h e  i n l e t  "shimmet-ing 

l i k e  s i l k , "  f m r  M r s .  Gormley l o n g s  " t o  b e  o u t  t h e r e  d a n c i n g  

w i t h  t h e  f r e e  s l o w l y  d a n c i n g  wedding  g u e s t .  S h e  C i o n g s  f o r f  

i t  u n t i l  { s i t t i n g  t h e r e  s m i l i n g ,  w i t h  immobi le  h i p s  a n d  

l e g s )  s h e  n e a r l y  Cbut-s ts7"  (M3:73). 

Mrs. G o r m l e y ' s  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  t h e  g l a r y  a n d  h e r  lack 

a f  d e s p a i r  w i t h  e i t h e r  t h e  human o r  n a t u r a l  w o r l d  is 

c o n t r a s t e d  g r e a t l y  w i t h  t h e  over-whelming h o s t i l i t y  a n d  
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d e s p a i r  M r .  L e a p e r  e x p r e s s e s  i n  h i s  d la t -y .  H e  a d m i t s  t h a t  

" w h e r e a s  sume p e o p l e  at-e barn t o  Juy, Che l  w a s  b o r n  t o  

ziorrow" (BPI: 78) . A l  t h o u g h  M r .  L e a p e r  a n d  [It-s. Gormley b o t h  

a t t e n d  t h e  s a m e  p a r t y ,  t h e y  e a c h  f o r m  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t ,  vet-y 

s u b j e c t i v e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  t h e i r  e x p e r i e n c e s  t h e r e .  M r .  

Leapet - ,  1  i k e  t h e  t i d a l  c u t - r e n  ts d i s t u t - b l n q  t h e  ~ n l e t ,  a l a r m s  

M r s .  Gormley  a n d  m a k e s  het- f e e l  " u n e a s y .  " J u s t  as t h e  

r i p p l e s  u n d e r  t h e  S e c a n d  N a r r o w s  B r i d g e  d u  n u t  r e v e a l  t h e  

d e s t r u c t i v e  f  ot-ces c o n c e a l e d  b e n e a t h  t h e  w a t e r ' s  s u r f  ace, 

so n o  one- - the  L e a p e r s ,  M r s .  Gormley,  t h e  p a r t y  g u e s t s - - i s  

a w a r e  o f  t h e  m u r d e r o u s  t h o u g h t s  t h a t  M r .  L e a p e r  

s u b c o n s c i o u s 1  y h a r b o u r s  t o w a r d s  h i s  w i f e .  The c o n  t r a s t  o f  

p l a c i d i t y  a n d  d i s t u t - b a n c e ,  a n d  o f  b r i g h t n e s s  a n d  d a r k n e s s  i n  

t h e  n a t u r a l  s e t t i n y  i n  "A Dr ink w i t h  A d o l p h u s "  h i g h l i g h t s  

a p p o s i n g  a t t i t u d e s  a f  Mrs. Gat-mley a n d  M r .  L e a p e r ,  a n d  

e m b o d i e s  i s o l a t i o n  a n d  l a c k  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  b e t w e e n  

i n d i v i d u a l s .  

Tht-oughout  E t h e l  W i l s o n ' s  prose, a n i m a l s  h a v e  also b e e n  

i m p o r t a n t ,  n o t  j u s t  fot- t h e  q u a l i t i e s  t h e y  embody, b u t  f o r  

t h e  mood t h e y  h e l p  to  e v o k e ,  a n d  fa t -  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  t r a i t s  

t h e y  i l l u m i n e  b y  t h e  human r e a c t i o n s  t h e y  p tmvuke.  The 

d u a l i t y  o f  n a t u r e ,  now i n s p i r i n g ,  now d a n g e r m u s ,  is 

s u g g e s t e d  by t h e  a b u n d a n t  a n d  v a r i e d  b i r d  l i f e  a t  Nimpish  

Lake:  

When y o u  r e a c h . .  . N i m p i s h  L a k e  you w i f  l see t h e  g r a y  
w h i s k e y - j a c k s  who l o v e  t h e  n e i g h b u u r h o o d  af man.. .and 
rnagp ies s o m e t i m e s ,  a n d  t h e  p r -e t  t y  k i n g f i s h e r ,  t h e  



osprey and the eagle. The rapacious. hawk keeps to the 
open countr-y. Before you see the lake.. . y o u  will heat= 
the loons laughing and crying on the water. The Loon 
is the true owner of the lake, and the loan's melcxiious 
unhappy cry is the true voice of these regions. (M&::Wi 

The mischievous, cheerful whisky-jacks and magpies balance 

the "rapacious hawk," the loons both laugh and it-y, the 

brothers at-e both cizntented and at one with the iake and its 

wildlife, and envious of the wild geese in their ft-.eedom to 

escape the remoteness and isolation of i t s  "or-rmitive and 

charming shores. " In a simi lat- mannet-, "the entrancement of 

seals so Ltt=anspot-tf M r s .  Gollghtly" im: 1 0 )  that it 

initiates the first stirrings of het- own freedam to be 

In some of the shor-t stories, animal and human 

attributes become almost Interchangeable. The oddity and 

s ~ ~ r e a l i t y  of the party on Capital Hill at which people's 

thoughts and conversations fail to connect are aptly 

embodied in animal imagery: "a black poodle dog, walking on 

his hind legs, pushed past them, strode down the libt-dry, 

out of the ft-ench windows, and disappeared" I P s : 7 0 j .  The 

unnatural, affected pose of  such a bog mimics the affected 

posturing of the guests at the cocktail party. The vulpine 

odout- and fox-like appearance of Mr. Sleepwalket- in a skot-y 

of that name renders the man's isolated condition a11 the 

more fearful and disagreeable, even though "the unhappiness 

of repeated 'separ3ation in a wot-id whose essential limit is 
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bounded  by t h e  l i f e  and  l o v e  o f  t w o  p e o p l e  c l o s e l y  u n i t e d  ... 
may h a v e  made CMary3 s u s c e p t i b l e  to  u u t s i d e  I n f l u e n c e  o f  a 

eso te r ic ,  supra-human,  at- e v e n  sub-human k i n d "  iE: 127). 

P e r h a p s  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  b e a u t i f u l  and p o w e r t u l  

e v ~ c a t i o n s  o f  m o o d  by u s e  o f  l a n d s c a p e  a n d  a n i m a l  l i f e  

occu t -5  i n  "Hut-t-y, Hutxt-y". Thet-e is p o e t r y  i n  1 J i l s o n  ' 5  m u l t i -  

s e n s u a l  p o t - t r a y a l  o f  t h e  s a l t  marshes - - "The  s a l t  wind b l e w  

s o f t l y  f rom t h e  sea...& m u l t i t u d e  o f  Ylt t le s a n d p i p e t - s  van 

a l o n g  t h e  w e t  s a n d  a5 i f  t h e y  w e r e  a n  w h e e l s . "  b u t  t h e  

s a n d p i p e r s ,  " w h i s p e r e d  a n d  whimpered t o g e t h e r  a s  t h e y  r a n ,  " 

t h e  two terrier d o g s  become " 1 i t t l e  e a r n e s t  m a n s t e r s "  

b e a r i n g  down on  t h e  l i t t l e  b i r d s  " i n  f u t i l e  c h a s e , "  a n d  t h e  

b i r d s  " w h i s p e r e d  a n d  wep t  t o g e t h e r  as they f l e d  i n  a c l o u d "  

iM&:l07 E m p h a s l s  mine). 1 - h e r e  is incipient; sadness I n  t h e  

l i t t l e  b i r d s , .  The  c a l l  of t h e  s o l d i e r  b l a c k b i r d s  c o n t a i n s  

, " ~ i o m e t h i n g  s w e e t  a n d  s o m e t h i n g  v e r y  u g l y "  fM&: 109). The 

l i g h t  on  t h e  d i s t a n t  m o u n t a i n s  a n d  t h e  f o g  making t h e  peaks  

a p p e a v  t o  l i e  u n s u p p o r t e d  i n  the cleat- 5 p t 7 i n g  s k y . .  . f i s 3  

b e a u t y  w h i c h  p a s s e s  e v e n  as  s h e  [ l o o k s 3  upon i t "  i t s :  106). 

A p p e a r a n c e s  at-e d e c e i v i n g .  B e a u t y  i s  t t - a n s i  t o r y .  

The image  o f  a " m e l a n c h o l y  h e r a n  ~ e t t l e d . . . i n  a 

m o t i o n l e s s  hump" fo t -eshadows  t h e  u n e x p e c t e d  image  of t h e  

young woman who h a s  j u s t  b e e n  m u r d e r e d  a n d  who l ies  "humped 

b e s ' i d e  t h e  salt-water d i t c h "  iM&: 110). The d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  

t h e  " u n l i k e l y  h e a p  o f  s o m e t h i n g  ... L a i s o J  a t  t h e  e d g e  o f  t h e  

salt-water d i t c h "  a d d s  t o  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  hort-at- o f  t h e  s t o v y :  



T h i s  t h i n g  w a s  a b o u t  t h e  s i z e  o f  a t r e m e n d o u s  hunched  
c a t ,  amorphous .  o f  a r i c h  r e d d i s h  bt-own. i t  was t h e  
r i c h  brown of  a lump o f  v o t t e d  wood. A i t h o u q h  r t  d i d  
n o t  move, s h e  had i n s t a n t  w a r n i n g  t h a t  t h i s  ct-eatut- .e  
w a s  a l i v e  a n d  had s o m e  mean ing  f o r  h e r .  t. Ll&: 1 I>B} 

The " l a r g e  wounded hawk:" a l so  a s s u m e s  a l a t - ~ ~ i l n g  s i g n l f  i c a n c e  

f o r  t h e  r e a d e r .  P e r h a p s ,  a l so ,  t h e  m u r d e r e d  woman ' s  " e y e s  

w e r e  b r i g h t  w i t h  compt -ehens iun"  (PIE@: 108) . P e r h a p s  s h e  w a s  

a t  t h a t  moment e x p e r i e n c i n g  a " l i n g e r i n g  d e a t h  on  t h e  

m a r s h e s ,  b u t  t h e r e  w a s  n o t h i n g  C M i r i a m 3  c o u l d  d o "  (ts: 1C14j. 

H i t - i a m  a l s o  e q u a t e s  t h e  hawk w i t h  t h e  mut-det-er: "The s t r a n g e  

hawk. The s t r a n g e  man" iPI&:lOSi. J u s t  as  t h e  "hawk 

s t e a d i l y  w a t c h e d  h e r  ..., C t h e  man3 h e l d  h e r  w i t h  h i s  e y e s "  

(E: 1OYj. J u s t  l i k e  t h e  hawk, t h e  man w i l l  e x p e r i e n c e  b e i n g  

both t h e  h u n t e r  a n d  the h u n t e d .  

I n  h e r  n a v e l s ,  E t h e l  W i l s o n  d i s t a n c e s  t h e  r e a d e r  f rom 

v i o l e n c e  a n d  d e a t h .  I n  The I n n o c e n t  T r a v e l l e r ,  members o f  

t h e  f a m i l y  s l i p  s u d d e n l y  a n d  w i t h  s u r p r i s e  b e h i n d  t h e  

c u r t a i n  o f  Time. R a c h e l  d i e s  a s u d d e n ,  u n p l e a s a n t ,  b u t  

u n e x p l a i n e d  d e a t h .  I n  H e t t y  Dot-val,  t h e  death of  F r a n k i e ' s  

f r i e n d ,  E r n e s t i n e ,  is d e s c r i b e d  i n  u n e  s e n t e n c e ;  t h e  d e a t h  

of h e r  beloved f a t h e r ,  i n  t h r e e  brief s e n t e n c e s .  H e t t y ' s  

f a t e ,  b e h i n d  a " w a l l  o f  s i l e n c e , "  c a n  o n l y  b e  i n t u i t e d .  

The v i o l e n c e  of n a t u r e - - t h e  " s u l  l e n  F r a s e r "  i n  which  

E r n e s t i n e  d r o w n s ,  or  o f  m a n ' s  n a t u r e - - t h e  w a r  i n  which  

H e t t y  may h a v e  b e e n  i n t e r n e d ,  is n o t  e x p l o r e d .  V i u P e n c e  is 

much c l o s e r  t o  t h e  s u r f a c e  i n  W i l s o n ' s  s h o r t  s t o t - i ~ s .  I n  

O f t - o m  F l o t - e s , "  w e  f e e l  t h e  t e r ror  o f  t h e  o c c u p a n t s  o f  t h e  



f l s h  b o a t  a s  t h e  b o a t ' s  n o s e  p l u n g e s  ~ n t o  t h e  wave5 and  t h e  

water-  s t r e a m s  aver- ,  a s  humans a n d  b o a t  a l i k e  s t r u g g l e  tor- 

c o n t r o l  b e f  ore t h e  b o a t  C s t t - i  k e s l  t h e  bat-nac l e d  t'eef , and 

Csp l  i t s 3 ,  a n d  t h e  f o l  l o w l n g  seas f wash3 o v e r "  itlE;; B3!. tAje 

l e a r n  t h e  a n g u i s h  o f  t h e  c a p k a l n ' s  w i f e  " p a y i n g  t h e  

e x o r b i t a n t  p r i c e  o f  l o v e , "  t h e  d e s p a r t *  o f  p r e g n a n t  Josie who 

c o m m i t s  s u i c i d e ,  t h e  c o n f u s e d  a n d  d i s t r a u g h t  1ndia.n iamiLY 

who c a n  f i n d  n o  tt-ace of t h e i t -  o n l y  s o n .  W e  F--ecoi l a t  t h e  

5 e n s e f  ess m u r d e r  o f  t h e  C h i n e s e  g r o c e r ,  k n i f e d  a n d  p i s t o l -  

whipped  i n  " F o g , "  a n d  v i e w  w i t h  a l a r m  t h e  t - a i s e d  a r m  a t  t h e  

i n t r u d e r  a b o u t  t o  c r a s h  a b l u n t  i n s t r u m e n t  i n t o  M r .  W i l l y ' s  

s k u l l  i n  "The Mindow," 

I n  t h e  s h o r t  stories, d e a t h  is e x p l o r e d  i n  i t s  many 

Wises- A l l  l i v i n g  t h i n g s  are s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  c h a n c e  a n d  

a c c i d e n t .  N a t u r a l  f o r c e s  s u c h  a s  wind a n d  o c e a n  c a n  d e s t r o y  

human l i f e  of- c a n  a f f e r  s u r c e a s e  f  r a m  p a i n .  Human v i o l e n c e  

c a n  par-a1 lel a n i m a l  ' p t - e d a t  i o n ,  s n u f f i n g  o u t  a n o t h e r ' s  

e x i s t e n c e .  S o m e  c r e a t u r e s  o n l y  a p p e a r  t o  d i e ,  a5 i n  ''Mt-. 

S l e e p w a l k e t - "  a n d  " I  j u s t  love di3qs. lL tjthet-I;, a5 i n  "The 

B i r d s ,  " d i e  b e c a u s e  t h e y  m i s i n t e r p r e t  t-eal i t y .  One mus t  

r i s k  c h a n c e ,  a c c e p t  c h a n g e ,  a n d  d e m o n s t r a t e  o n e ' s  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t u  s e l f  a n d  o t h e r s  i n  o r d e r  t o  l i v e  l i f e  to  

i ts f u l l e s t .  

The s e a  t h a t  a p p e a r s  b e n i g n  a n d  a t t t - a c t i v e  when s e e n  

ft-.om a v i e w  window c a n  a l so  p r u v i d e  a n  " a p p r o p t - i a t e  s o l u t i a n "  

f o r  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  as i s o l a t e d  a s  Jo5ie. The p r e g n a n t  g i r l ,  



deprived of hape and faith and without the cansolation of 

the love of Jason, who is also drowned by  the sea, decides, 

"Then I think its the bestthing for- the Baby. I shau . ld  

drown myself its quite easy in Vancouver its nat like the 

prairies 1 do mean that" CE:38). Again, it is accident 

that the radio of tho E f t  ie C becomes "bust," chance that 

the storm "rapidly Cacceleratesl, and that the waves, 

innocent and savage as tiqet-s, Eleap3 at the small vessel, " 

unfortunate chance that "Josie C ~ O E S ~  not read the papers, 

[and she does3 not C::now that Jasan Cis1 dead" (M-I:43,. With 

greater t-esal ve, g t-eatet- desperat ion and lane L iness than 

experienced by Vera in Swamp Anqel , Josie take.% "secret 1 Y 

and with terror what she Cdeemsl to be the appropriate path" 

Fog, in the story of the same name, actually embodies 

the isolation. the death in fife experienced by old M r s .  

bylaw: 

Sleeping, getting up, making and swallawing small meals, 
belching a little, cleaning up ia little), ... going to 
the bathroom, going tu the Chinaman's catmet- stove, 
t-eading the paper,. . .and nut much mure was her life as 
she waited for the dustman and the ultimate box ... Age-- 
taking advantage of her solitariness, her long 
unemployment of vest ig ial brain, het- unawareness of a 
world beyond herself, het- absence of preparation for 
the gray year-s--closed down upon her like a vice, no, 
more like a fag. iM&:9€3) 

Just a5 "billowing banks" which swallow up the land prompt 

tugboat5 to cry shrilly and sharply, "Keep away! 1 am here! " 

IPi&:97), so does the laneliness that engulfs Mrs. Bylow 

cause het- to recall memories or to pass judgements at such 



length that she frightens away the two visitors who 

occasionally do check on her. When she is "wiped out by 

Tot-ces quite outside herself, Cshe expit-esl like a moth in a 

stot-m (not much more and no less) (1%: 105). With no family 

and only two acquaintances to keep het- memory, Mt-s. Bylow's 

"death t i 5 3  obscut-e and pitiful" It*: I O S ) .  

M r .  Willy, in "The Window," has consciously consigned 

himself to a similar life of obscurity and non-existence. 

His concern fot- the little birds who die when they tling 

themselves at his window, is no substitute for a concetw for" 

h i s  fellow humans. Unlike the bird, who at least dies 

having expet-ienced "the t-aptur-e of its flight, " M r .  Wi l ly 

has embraced an existence as stultifying as the one from 

which he has escaped, in which "his wife and her three 

sisters play bridge together until death should overtake 

them" 1M&:194). Unlike the young nat-t-atot- of "The Bit-ds," 

Mr. Wi l l y does not perceive the smashed bones, broken heads, 

and split beaks of the little birds as a sign of his awn 

vulnerability or mortality. 

His view of "sea sky mountain" coalesces and forms a 

banner of his "emancipation" and arouses reveries of 

"immense relea5e." But he deludes himself by thinknng that 

he i s  "at peace, seeing out o f  the window the crimped and 

wrinkled sea and the ships which Cpass and pass1 each other, 

the seabit-cis and the dt-eam-inducing sky" (1%: 195) . 'i'her-e 

becomes almost a t-estlessness in the way that the high white 



mountains "Etoss3, static, in almost visible motion ayalnst 

the sky" (PI&: ITS), and he 1s "shocked at the newly t-ealized 

decline o f  his physical powers which had pr-cwed g o d  enough 

on the whole for hls years of success, and by the fait that 

now he had, at last, time and could not swim iheart), climb 

mountains (heart and legs), row a boat in a t-ough entlcing 

sea (call that old age)" (H&: 1%-196). When Mr. Nilly 

wonders how he could "endure to be old and t7rch and abie 

only to look at these mountains which in his youth he had 

not known and did not climb" i r + : I Y f j ,  we begin to see the 

mountains as representative of the human and spiritual 

challenges that Mr. Wi lly has never addressed. He is as 

unaware o f  the "crags and crevasses and at-etes and danger-" 

of the Not-th Shore mountains, "deceptive in theit- innocencyt" 

as he is deceived about the protection affot-deb by the glass 

that separates him ft-om humanity. Now that he is older, his 

pet-sonal a-spit-at ions are becoming as the mountains in winter., 

white and much higher, simpler but less attainable. 

When a storm lashes wind and salt spray against Pit-. 

WiPly's window. assaulting his view of the world and his 

ref lectim of himself, "within him something stirred and 

ro5e and met the storm and effaced the spectre and other 

phantoms that were really vague t-egrets" (1%: 1981, for he is 

reasoning falsely to conclude: 

Fly from one shore to the other, fly and fly back 
again, fly to a continent or to an island, but you are 
no better off than if you stayed all day at your own 
window." (MG: 196) 



Just as fat- the birds, a false reality is reflected in the 

window, 5~ for Mr. Willy, a view of life is tt-ansmitted 

through the window only as "an illusion pt-uckuced by 

influences such as wind and water" ~ r t f I : X t t : ) l .  

Significantly, there are "no people to spa11 this tine 

view" (ME: -. 201). Mr. W l  f ly has escaped f t-om the encumbrances 

of married life to an independent but sxnetimes unnet7ving 

sol i tude. Unl i ke Maygie <Jardoe, he leaves humani t y  behind. 

Instead of experiencing contentment and release, he begins 

to sense vague regrets: 

Sometimes a thought or a shape (wa.5 it), gray, like 
wood ash that falls in pieces when it is tcmched, 
seemed to Ctease3 him and Ccommunicate3 to him that he 
had left humanity behind, that a man needs humanity and 
that if he ceases to be in touch with man and is not in 
touch with God, he does not matter-. "You do nat matter 
any more, " said the specttTe like wood ash beiot-e it 
fell to pieces, "because you are no Ionget- in touch 
with any one and so you do not exist. You are in a 
vacuum and so you are nothing. " i E :  197-i98> 

Like Hi lda Severance, he has gradually come to recognize 

what Ethel Wilson emphasizes in al.l her writings, that " w e  

are all in it toge ther .  No man is an ilande..." By 

erecting barriers against human intercourse, individuals 

gradually succumb to an anaesthetizing mental and spiritual 

aridity. 

Mr. WiPly finds with dismay that he has "entered an 

at-ea of depression unknown before, 1 il::~. a tundra. " The 

meaningless chatter of evening parties only leaves him 

feeling more restless and lone1 y. Af tet- uncharacteristic 
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s e l f - a n a l y s i s .  Mt-. W i  l l y  d e t e r m i n e s  t h a t  beyond  h i s  tund t -a  

t h e r e  mus t  b e  a n  " a r e a  whet-e t h e r e  m i g h t  b e  same m r a n i n q  I n  

c r e a t i o n . .  .whet7e s o m e  p e o p l e  seemed  t o  f i n d  a God, a n d  a ' 

p e r s o n a l  God a t  t h a t "  (PM3.z 3 2 2 )  . 
The  v i e w  f r o m  h i s  window, " t h e  p u r v e y e t -  o f  i l l u s i o n , "  

is n o t  e n o u g h .  J u s t  a s  t h e  window, on  a m o o n l e s s  n i g h t ,  

becomes  " a  m i r r o r  wh ich  Cre f  lects7 a g a i n s t  t h e  b l a c k n e s s  

e v e v v  d e t a i l  o f  t h e  s h a l l o w  l i v i n q  room,"  50 M r .  M i l  l y  1 5  

fur -ced t a  s e a r c h  w i t h i n  h i s  s h a l l o w  s e l f .  H e  f i n d s  h i m s e l f  

l o o k i n g  t h i s  way a n d  t h a t  way o u t  o t  h i s  a r i d i t y  f o r  
s o m e  e x p l a n a t i o n  o r  b e l i e f  beyond  t h e  n o n - e x p l a n a t i o n  
a n d  n o n - b e l i e f  t h a t  h a d  a l w a y s  b e e n  s u f f i c i e n t  a n d  h a d  
a l w a y s  b e e n  h i s ,  b u t  i n  d a i n g  t h i s  h e  c a m e  u p  a g a i n s t  a 
h i g h  a n d  s o l i d  a l m o s t  v i s i b l e  w a l l  of  c o n c r e t e  o r  
y t - a n i t e ,  set up b e t w e e n  him a n d  a t 7 e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f . .  . 
H i s  d e a t h  d i d  n o t  t r o u b l e  h im a5 much a s  t h e  i n c r e a s ~ n q  
t a s t e l e s s n e s z ,  o f  l i v i n g  i n  t h l s  t u n d r a  o f  mind i n t o  
which  a b e l i e f  d i d  n o t  e n t e r .  i & : 2 {l) :'I.. - '. - ) - - FC? .?. 

H e  h a s  set up  a s t o n e  wall o f  i s o l a t i o n ,  

n o n - i n v o l v e m e n t ,  n o n - b e l i e f .  B u t  l f  h e  c o u l d  " b r e a k  t h r o u g h  

t h e  w a l l  w h i c h  b ~ u n d e d  t h e  at-ea o f  h i s  a r i d i t y  a n d  h i s  

c o m p r e h e n s i o n ,  h e  knew w i  t h o u t  q u e s t  i o n  t h a t  t h e r e  w a s  a 

l i g h t  ( n o t  d a r k n e s s )  beyond ,  a n d  t h a t  t h i s  l i g h t  c o u l d  i n  

s o m e  way c o m e  t h r o u g h  t o  him and a l l e v i a t e  t h e  s t e r i l i t y  a n d  

l e a d  him, l e a d  h im" (P&:2U7j. 

I t  is n o t  u n t i l  M r .  W i l l y  sees t h e  r a i s e d  a r m  o f  a n  

in t t -ude t -  a n d  p e r c e i v e s  h i s  i m m i n e n t  d e a t h  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  

d a r k  m i r r o r  o f  t h e  window, t h a t  h e  knows " h e  mus t  i n  s o m e  

way a n d  v e r y  s o o n  b r e a k  t h e  g r e a t  w a l l  t h a t  s h u t  h im o f f  

f r o m  whatever7  l i g h t  t h e r e  m i g h t  b e .  Not f o r  f e a r  o f  d e a t h  
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oh God not for feat- o f  death but for fear- u l  something else" 

(MPi:1OY). A s  Ellen Cuppy has experienced, an individual 

must come close to death befot-e he can truly be alive- Mr. 

Willy knows that "this will be the hardest work of h l s  Life- 

-in his life but out of his country" ( t z : 2 O Y )  One m u s t  

believe firmly in life and in living, but one must draw from 

personal strengths and from examples in nature to determine 

one's spiritual foundations. An individual cannot .just 

float like mountains in the sky. One must be rooted, like 

Hilda Severance, in some kind of faith. Ethel Wilson has 

said, "I am indeed a Cht-istian, and vet-y grateful, but not a 
- 

good enough one and not entirely conventionally a Cht-istian- 

-in formal belief and abset-vance," ' Ethel Wilson's 

"special gift of religion" CU:185) was evident, not in a 

personal relationship with God such as enjoyed by het- 

Grandmother, but in an interest and lave for others, and in 

her sense of the relationship between humankind and the 

natural world. Nature pt-ovided her with a sense of the 

unity of life, the hope of regeneration. SelfLexamination, 

participation in nature and in humanity will allow Mr. Willy 

to extract some meaning from this life which "...is a 

difficult country, and our home." By breaking the glass 

cage with which he has surt70unded himself and by 

inti-easingly searching "out of his country," he may, like 

Ethel Wilson, find consolation and inspiration in the 

glories of a Divinely planned universe. 



I t  is a p p r o p r i a t e  t h a t  t h e  l a s t  of E t h e l  W i l s o n ' s  s h o t - t  

s tories to  b e  p u b l i s h e d  d e a l s  w i t h  t h e  u l t x m a t e  i s o l a t i u n ,  

d e a t h .  Pe t -haps  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  e a r l y  d e a t h  of  b a t h  het- 

p a r e n t s ,  p e r h a p s  b e c a u s e  o f  h e r  p o s s e s s i v e  l o v e  tot- het- 

h u s b a n d ,  W i l s o n  w a s  a f r a i d  t h a t  h e r  b e l o v e d  Wallace m i g h t  

p t -ecede  h e r  i n  d e a t h .  ALthaugh a number a f  her- w o k - k s  

i n c l u d e  d i s c u s s i o n s  o f  d e a t h  a n d  t h e  ways  i n  which  w e  k e e p  

or  f a i l  t o  k e e p  t h e  memory o f  t h o s e  who h a v e  d i e d ,  " A  Visit 

t o  t h e  F r o n t i e r "  is h e r  o n l y  e x c u r s i o n  i n t o  a l a n d s c a p e  of 

b 

t h e  " a f t e r w a t - l d . "  I t  is a l so  a n i g h t m a r e  l a n d s c a p e  b e c a u s e  

i n  t h e  la te  l C i 4 S ' s ,  when h e r  h u s b a n d  s u f  f e t - ed  a l e n g t h y  

i l l n e s s ,  E t h e l  W i  l s o n  e x p e r i e n c e d  "a t e t - r i b  le d r e a m  o f  Chet- 

h u s b a n d ' s  a n d  h e r 1  d e a t h  a t  a p l a c e  c a l l e d  C u t - o f f "  

(EW: SEL:248).  The d r e a m  r-emained so  real t h a t  " s o m e  t i m e  

l a t e r "  s h e  w a s  d r i v e n  t o  w r i t e  a n  a c c o u n t  o f  i t .  I n d e e d ,  

when m o r e  t h a n  s i x t e e n  yea r - s  la ter  Wallace d i d  d i e ,  W i l s o n  

w r o t e  t h a t  t h e  t e t - r i b l r  d r e a m  w a s  " n o t  n e a r l y  so b a d  as t h e  

r e a l i t y . "  A f t e t -  t h e y  h a d  " s h a r e d  t h e  w h o l e  o f  l i f e  t o g e t h e r - -  

- t h e  b i g ,  t h e  t r i v i a l  ( w h i c h  is so  s e l d o m  t r i v i a l ) ,  t h e  

l i g h t  t h e  d a r k ,  t h e  s a d  t h e  f u n n y ,  ... when t h e  i m p o s s i b l e  

h a p p e n e d  a n d  Wallace w a s  n o t  E t h e r e l ,  i t  w a s  too t e r r i b l e  t o  

beat -"  (EW: SEL: 2 4 8 ) .  

A s  i n  a l l  o f  E t h e l  W i l s o n ' s  n o v e l s ,  a c e n t r a l  image  o f  

t h i s  s h o r t  s t a t - y  is a j o u r n e y .  W h i l e  t h e  t r a i n  c a r r y i n g  

Lucy and  h e r  h u s b a n d ,  Mat-cus, t t - a v e r s e 5  t h e  C a n a d i a n  



p r a i r i e s ,  Lucy is p r o m p t e d  by t h e  p a z s i n y  n a t u r a l  b e a u t i e s  

t o  p h i l o s o p h i z e  o n  p a t t e r n s  o f  s e t t l e m e n t ,  on  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  

o f  p e o p l e  o n  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t .  H e r  t r a i n  o f  t h o u g h t  is 

s u d d e n l y  h a l t e d  b y  a c r a s h :  

Z f  i t  w a s  a c r a s h .  I t  w a s  a s h a t t e r i n g ,  a p h y s i c a l  
i m p a c t ,  a s c r e e c h i n g ,  a s e t t l i n g ,  a c e s s a t i o n  i n  which  
s h e  w a s  s e i z e d  a n d  s h a k e n  a n d  los t .  I t  w a s  f o r  a 
m i  11 i o n t h  o f  a s e c o n d - - o r  f arevet - - - fea ta  and  h e l p l e s s  
p a n i c  t o  t h e  o b l i t e r a t i o n  o f  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  h a d  b e e n  
Lucy.  Thet-e w a s  a t  l as t  t h i s  s e t t l i n g  dawn a g a i n  to  
t h e  i r r e g u a l a t -  m o t i o n  o f  t h e  t r a i n  a n d  t h e  a s s u m p t i o n  
t h a t  s o m e t h i n g  h a d  h a p p e n e d  a n d  s o m e t h i n g  was over.. 

<EM: SEL: 48)  

I 5  Lucy d e a d ,  as  " f o r e v e r "  a n d  " t h e  o b l i t e r a t i o n  of 

onward t o  a s t o p  c a l l e d  " C u t  O f f ,  " a n d  a p p t - a p r i a t e l y ,  neat-by 

5 t a t i c r n s  are c a l l e d  "The L e a v i n g s ,  " " G h o s t  Rivet- ,  " and 

" S p i r i t  R i v e r , "  The  t r a i n ,  l i k e  t h e  communi ty  Lucy w i l l  

c l i m b  t o  v i s i t ,  is s i m p l y  m a d e  f r o m  n a t u t - a l  wood. 

The l a n d s c a p e  is n a t u r e  p e r f e c t e d - - " d a r k  c o m e l y  f i t - 5 ,  

s h a p e l y  c e d a r - s , "  a " w h i t e l y  b t - i l l l a n t "  r i v e r  wxth  " f o u n t a i n s  

uf s p r i n g i n g  w a t e r .  " k s e r i o u s  man, who h a s  " l a s t  h i s  

f o u n t a i n  p e n , "  r e q a r d s  h i s  s u r r o u n d i n g s  w i t h  " s l o w  s w e e p i n g  

g l a n c e s  w h i c h  w e r e  a lso inward g l a n c e s , "  a c t i o n s  i n d i c a t i v e  

of  t h e  p o w e r s  o f  o b s e r v a t i o n  a n d  i n t e r - i o r i  t y  o r  self- 

e x a m i n a t i o n  d e s i r a b l e  i n  a p o e t  or  a u t h o r .  I m p t - e s s i ~ n s  

r a v i s h  Lucy,  a n d  " taste  C i s 3  t h e  o n l y  f a c u l t y  u.nemployedU 

(EW:SEL:SU). I n  t h i s  r e v i v i f y i n g  w a t e r  a n d  v i g o r o u s  a i r ,  

" a i r  t h a t  w a s  l i k e  w a t e r  o r  w i n e  cornpat-ed to  e a r t h  ur s t o n e "  

i E W :  SEL: 525, Lucy e x p e t - i e n c e s  a " s e n s e  o f  w e 1  1 - b e i n g  t h a t  
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was beyond anything she had ever  felt beforeu (EW:SEL:51). 

In this idyilic setting, free of all anxiety, walked 

"Indians and other people.. . , separately or together" 
iEW:SEL:SIj. In this Paradise, self-sufficiency and 

community co-exist without conflict. Racial discrimiiiation 

does not exist. Disabilities are forgotten, and "even a 

crippled man.. .making his way on crutches by the t-ivet- bank 

seemed to swifiy along in an easy debonair. fashion and 

whistled as he swung" CEW:SEL:SZj. (It is significant that 

Ethel Wilson includes exclusion from pain in her conception 
C 

of Paradise, as she was badly ct-ippled for many years with 

at-tht-itis.) F'eople at-e nuticeable for "the ft-eedam and 

elasticity in their steps, and the certainty and serenity of 

their faces" iEi4:SEL:SZ). Lucy feels, " W e  are tree lrke 

birds" (EW:SEL:52), birds which will not destroy themselves 

crashing into reality or the illusion of reality. Because 

illusion, passibility, and change have ceased, thxs is a 

"country of  *ruth. I' 

But Lucy is recalled from her exploration a f  this 

intoxicating landscape by the vet-y loud of a bell: 

"Something in her spirit and spirits descended and became 

canfused, and she remembered the time, and the train." 

Although het- essences may have been dispet-sing, Lucy seems 

to Rave teen temporarily t-ecal Led tu mat-tal ity and 

tempot-a1 i ty. The bvight, previousiy buoyant ant- becomes 

"too strong fur her and naw Cpressesl her dawn,. . . the 
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d a z z l i n g  jets a f  w a t e r . .  . n o  l a n g e r  C i n v i g o r a t e 3  her b u t  

Cat-el too s t t - o n q "  iEW:SEL:53!. S h e  h a s  nilit curne to knaw the 

l a n g u a g e  o f  t h e  i n h a b l  t a n t s .  What w a s  e x h i  l a ra t  i n g  becomes 

o p p t - e s s i v e .  H e t -  P a r a d i s e  becomes  almozt a s  a H e l l ,  

* o r e t e l l i n g  t h e  W e l l  o f  i m p e n d i n g  s e p a r a t i o n  - f r o m  h e r  h u s b a n d .  

Fat* when s h e  g e t s  on  t h e  t r a i n  a n d  f i n d s  "no-one t h e r e ,  

... het- o n e  d e s i t - e  C i s 3  t o  q e t  o f f . "  She d o e s  n o t  w i s h  t o  

t-eboat-d t h e  t r a i n  o f  l i t e  i f  het-  h u s b a n d  is n o t  a l so  t h e r e .  

Jumping  f r o m  t h e  t r a i n ,  s h e  l a n d s  o n  " t h e  f l a t  h e a d  o f  a 

l a r g e  p o l a r  beat-"  iEW:SEL:551. S h e  f e e l s  a 5 s u r e d  t h e n  t h a t  

V 

" t h i s  mus t  tie t h e  t r u e  no t - th"  i-itt-mng a n d  f t-ee '?  A r e  t h e  

not- thet-n e : cpanses  o f  Canada  a par-ad igm fa t -  Par-ad i s e ' ? )  

Lucy may be b e g i n n i n g  t o  a p p r e h e n d  some d i s a d v a n t a g e s  

t o  l i v i n g  i n  t h i s  c o u n t t - y  o f  t h e  a f t e t - i l f e .  Idatut-ai  

s u r t - o u n d i n g s ,  which  s h e  so  l a v e s ,  at-.e n o t  n o r m a l .  A n i m a l s  

s u c h  as  p o l a r  bears are n o t  d a n g e r o u s .  Worse, " l i v i n g  r n  

t h i s  c o u n t r y  would ,  o f  i t s e l f ,  i n e s c a p a b l y  e x c l u d e  t h e  mernavy  

o f  much s o r r o w  a n d  much j o y  t h a t  made up t h e  u n e v e n  f a b r i c  

o f  h e r  l i f e  a5 s h e  h a d  known i t "  (EW:SEL:SS). 

Lucy s c r - a m b l e s  to  t h e i r  eat-lief- t r a i n ,  33nly to  f i n d  

o n c e  a g a i n  t h a t  Marcus is n o t  t h e r e .  S h e  r e t u r n s  w i t h  g r e a t  

d i f f i c u l t y  t o  t h e  s t e p s  a n d  i t  "seemed a s  t h o u g h  s h e  f e l l  

a n d  l a y  t h e r e ,  on  t h e  tawny p r a i r i e "  (EW:SEL:55f. Did s h e  

t 7 e a P l y  f a l l  ta  a f l a t t e n e d  l a n d s c a p e  l y i n g  i n  f a l l o w ,  ot- d i d  

s h e  o n l y  s e e m  t o  f a l l  f r o m  t h e  t r a i n  o f  l i f e  t o  a d e a t h  i n  

l i f e ?  



To understand Ethel Wilson's pet-sonal experience 

perhaps explains why it takes, in "A Vislt to the Ft-mntner-", 

"a time," orx an interminable "time and a time" befor-e "ali 

memory and strange pictures and confusron of human 

exper-ience" ( 5 5 )  leaves her and she dies- Af tet- her husband, 

Wallace, died of a heart attack: in March, IYbt, Ethel Wilson 

davling died yesterday. How glad I would be ta join him" 

(EM: SEL:248!. Two weeks later, she t=efers to the dveam she 

recounted in " A  Visit to the Ft-ontier": "Now 1 find it 1 3  

too extt-aordinari ly tt7ue--the transition--f ram life through 

death" (EW:SEL:248). Ethel Wilson . s  enormous feeling of 

lass tan be guaged by the unrelieved sorrow she admits to in 

almost al l of hetx f utut-e cat-t7.espondences. When she tells 

Margaret Lautyence, in Sep tembet-, 1968, that "Each morning i 

wake and long for my life and further. life with Wallace" 

(EW: --- SEL: 2 5 0 j ,  w e  recognize that she is experiencing the 

incumpleteners of "death in life." In Spring, 1969, she 

still admires the beauties of "masses of daffodils, lovely 

things, and yellow forsythia," but continues in the 

following sentence to grieve, "I still long tor real illness 

(e.g- heart etc.) that would take me off, and end this 

wearisome wastiny condition of exhaustion, afflicted joints, 

annihilated memor-y etc. etc. and a perpetual longing for my 

Wallace. May you be sparTed anything like this--lost love, 

yet permanent" IEW: SEL: 251). We know that Wi lson voices hetx 
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own d e s i r e s  when s h e  h y p o t h e s i z e s ,  " i t  may b e  t h a t  s o m e  o t  

L t h o s e  who d i e ,  w i i l  m e e t 3  a g a i n  w i t h  a t t - a n s f ~ g u t - e d  d e l i g h t  

i n  t h a t  b e a u t i f u l  a n d  h a p p y  c o u n t r y ,  w i t h  d e a t h  p a s t  a n d  

o v e r "  <EM: SEL: 5 5 ) .  

J u s t  a s  E t h e 1  W i  l s o n  w i t n e s s e s  a n  arclet- a n d  c o n t i n u i t y  

i n  n a t u r e ,  so  w e  have t r a c e d  t h e s e  q u a l i t i e s  i n  h e r  w r i t i n g .  

A s  n a t u r e  i t s e l f  is d e t a c h e d ,  so t h e  a u t h u ~  toa r e m a i n s  

a l o o f .  A s  t h e  e v e r - c h a n g i n g  s u r f a c r s  o f  a lanck5cape 

d e s t a b i l i z e  a  view, make t h e  v i e w e r  a d j u s t  h i s  of- h e r  

p e r c e p t i o n  o f  r e a l i t y ,  so  t h e  s u r f a c e  s e r e n i t y  o f  E t h e l  

W i l s o n  's w t - i  t i n q  d e s t a b i  l i ze .5  h e r  r e a d e r ,  makes  t h e  r e a d e r  

t - e c o n s t  r u c  t t h e  n o v e l .  

Tht-ouqhout  h e r  w o r k s ,  W i l s o n  c a n t  i n u o u s l y  s e a r c h e s  f o r  

g r e a t e r  i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  c o - e x i s t e n c e  o f  humans a n d  t h e i r  

n a t u r a l  a n d  b u i  1  t e n v i r o n m e n t .  S h e  u s e s  a  v o c a b u l a r y  of  

v i s i o n  and o f  s e a r c h i n g ,  b u t  stresses t h a t  a p p e a r a n c e s  c a n  

b e  d e c e i v i n g  t o  e v e n  t h e  m o s t  e x p e t - i e n c e d  e y e s .  Pn 

a n a l y z i n y  E t h e l  W i l s o n ' s  f a s c i n a t i o n  w i t h  t r u t h  a n d  i l l u s i o n ,  

B l a n c h e  G e i f a n t  e x p l a i n s :  "The c o n f u s i o n  of l ies  w i t h  t r u t h  

c e l e b r a t e s  t h e  s t o r y - t e l l e r ' s  power  t o  c o n v i n c e  u s  o f  the 

t-eal i t y  o f  f i c t i o n .  I t  a150 d r a m a t i z e s  t h e  m y s t e t - i o u s n e s s  

o f  l i f e  whose  e s s e n c e  w e  c a n n o t  know w i t h  c e t - t a i n l y . " "  

I n d e e d ,  p e o p l e  a s s u m e  v a r i o u s  p e r s o n a e  th t -oughou t  t h r i t -  

l i v e s ,  i n  a c c o r d a n c e  w i t h  t h e  c o n t e x t s  i n  which  t h e y  

i n t e r a c t  w i t h  o t h e r s  a n d  w i t h  t h e i r  env l t -onment .  
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~ n d i v i d b a l s  s u c h  as L i l l y  a n d  M r - 5 .  F o r r e s t e t -  a t t e m p t  t o  

s t t w c t u t - e  t h e i r  r e a l i t y  i n  much t h e  s a m e  way t h a t  W i l s o n  

s t r u c t u r e s  h e r  n o v e l s ,  a n d  d i s c o v e r  t h a t  " T r u t h  is s o  h a r d  

t o  t e l l . . . w h i l e  f i c t i o n  IS t h e  easiest t h i n g  i n  t h e  w o r l d "  

(is: i l l ) .  P e o p l e  s u c h  a s  L i l l y  Hughes  a n d  H a g g i r  Vat-doe, try 

a c t i v e l y  s e e k i n g  c h a n g e ,  a c t u a l l y  b e c o m r  t h e  pi-.ejections of 

t h e i t -  i m a g i n i n g s .  They d o  n o t  p e r m i t  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  b e  

d i s t r a c t e d  b y  a n y  t e m p t a t i o n s  t h a t  would  b e  a t  cros+s- 

p u r p o s e s  t o  t h e i r  g o a l .  E t h e l  W i l s o n  s h o w s  h e r  a d m i r a t i o n  

f o r  s t r o n g ,  put -p 'oseful  i n d i v i d u a l s .  W e  c a n n o t  b e  p a s s i v e  ot- 

f l e e  f r o m  c h a n g e  a n d  i n t e r a c t i o n  as  d o  H e t t y  Dot-vai a n d  19r. 

W i l l y .  W e  c a n n o t ,  l i k e  Veva G u n n e r s e n ,  d w e l l  o n  t h e  p a s t .  

S o o t h e d ,  i n s p i t - e d  a n d  e x h i  l a r a t e d  by t h e  beaut ie5 a n d  

c o n t i n u i n g  metamor -phos i s  a f  out- na tc t r -a l  sctt-1.-sunclings, w e  

c a n  l e a r n  t o  s h a r e  i n  human s y m p a t h y  a n d  c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,  a n d  

t o  f a c e  octt- feat-c, o f  l i f e  a n d  i ts p a s s i n g .  Then,  d e s p i t e  

c h a n c e  or a c c i d e n t ,  w e  c a n  a c t i v e l y  s e e k  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  a 

w o r l d  t h a t  a l l o w s  us t o  e x p e r i e n c e  wha t  m e a s u r e  o f  h a p p i n e s s  

we c a n .  
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