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Abstract 

In recent investigations of the child’s relationship with nature, collections such as 

Sidney I. Dobrin and Kenneth B. Kidd’s Wild Things: Children’s Culture and 

Ecocriticism (2004) and Amy Cutter-Mackenzie, Phillip G. Payne, and Alan Reid’s 

Experiencing Environment and Place through Children’s Literature (2011) emphasize 

the significance of critically recognizing the value and relevance of the child-nature 

connection in our understanding of diverse environments and places. However, much of 

this work has remained within non-Canadian literary frameworks, with ecocriticism 

exclusively, and/or limited to the field of children’s literature. This dissertation fills this 

gap in criticism through an examination of the child figure and his or her relationship to 

the natural environment through the lens of bioregionalism in contemporary Canadian 

coming-of-age fiction.  

In uniting the Canadian child, nature, and an ecological perspective together, I 

argue that bioregionalism is relevant to coming-of-age narratives and that four specific 

bioregional themes or points of view can emerge when such a lens is applied to regional 

bodies of literature across Canada: nostalgic sustainability (Atlantic Canada), 

conservation (Central Canada), sustainable dwelling (the Prairies), and the journey of 

reinhabitation (the West Coast). Each of these themes draw upon at least one of the three 

key terms that recur most frequently in bioregional discourse – dwelling, sustainability, 

and reinhabitation – and either appears in combination with coming-of-age motifs, makes 

use of a distinct characteristic found in a particular regional body of literature, or allows  
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the narrative’s ending to direct how we need to think about the connection between 

bioregionalism and the child figure. The theme of childhood and youth in Canadian 

literature is a rich and diverse one; and our continued fascination with youthful 

experiences reflects that something important is at work, especially when the child’s 

growth to maturity is linked to our current concerns about the environment. My project 

investigates Alistair MacLeod’s “The Boat” (1968), Ernest Buckler’s The Mountain and 

the Valley (1952), Monique Proulx’s Wildlives (2009), Mary Lawson’s Crow Lake 

(2002), W.O. Mitchell’s Who Has Seen the Wind (1947), Thomas King’s Truth and 

Bright Water (1999), Eden Robinson’s Monkey Beach (2000), and Frances Greenslade’s 

Shelter (2011). 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction  

Bioregionalism, the Child, and Contemporary Canadian Literature 

 

Kids want their wildhoods back. 
 

They want to play not have playdates. 
Get dirty not sanitized. 

They want you to trade your parenting books 
for a fishing rod. 

 
They want to wander. 

Be left alone for more than five minutes. 
They want to sleep in a bunk. 

Stare at the stars past their bedtime. 
They want to eat with their hands. 

Eat from a stick. 
Visit their neighbour without a chaperone. 

They want to run, skip, and roam free. 
 

Let’s give them what they are truly missing. 
Let’s give them back their wildhoods. 

 
From the 2015 “Bring Back Wildhood” 
campaign for Go RVing Canada  

 
 
 
 
 
 
“Bring[ing] Back Wildhood” 

 Launched online in January 2015 and appearing on television later that March, Go 

RVing Canada’s campaign “Bring Back Wildhood” was primarily designed in the hopes 

to renew Canadians’ attraction to the RV industry by “bring[ing] out the wild side of 
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RVing” (Krashinsky). In “‘showing the RVs in their natural habitat’” (Mahony qtd. in 

Krashinsky) – such as carving a trail of dust on a winding road lined with tall, wild grass, 

and parked beside a glistening lake with mountains looming peacefully in the distance – 

the artfully shot advertisement is undeniably beautiful in capturing those “postcard” 

moments of Canadian wilderness and is meant to inspire its audience (particularly parents 

with young families) to get out and into nature (with the help of an RV, of course).  

That said, Go RVing Canada does not heavily flash images of its star vehicle 

throughout the minute-long advertisement, either. In having a young girl read what I have 

made the epigraph to this introductory chapter, the focus is made to rest on foregrounding 

a number of children and their experiences with Canada’s natural environment as they 

“Get dirty” and “run, skip, and roam free” in the creation of their “wildhoods” (Go 

RVing Canada): a girl streaked with mud and smiling up at the falling rain as she stands 

in the middle of a large puddle; a boy carefully holding his bare arms out as a salamander 

curiously investigates; another boy, arms outstretched like a bird as he runs through the 

forest; and two shirtless youths with makeshift twig bows and arrows imagining 

themselves as hunters as they approach a mountainside lake, and later, arms around each 

other’s shoulders as they walk through the pine trees as comrades, the sun streaming 

down upon them.  

Putting aside the marketing viewpoint that the campaign “propose[s] that 

consumers [the parents] can use an RV purchase to rediscover ‘wildhood’ for themselves 

and their kids” (Krashinsky), the visual connection made here between children and their 

early experiences of nature not only promotes the role adults have in nurturing a younger 

generation’s awareness of the natural environment around them, it also accentuates the 
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prominent connection children and youth still have with the natural environment in 

Canadian cultural expression. The theme of childhood and youth in Canadian literature is 

a particularly rich and diverse one; and while this is not a distinctly unique thematic 

characteristic of the literary field itself, our continued fascination with the “real 

complexity of youthful experience” (Hesse 1) reflects that something important is at work 

– especially when the child’s growth to maturity is linked to our current concerns about 

the environment.  

In uniting the Canadian child figure, nature, and an ecological perspective 

together, this dissertation endeavours to articulate how a select group of contemporary 

Canadian writers from across the country engage with the child-nature relationship 

through the lens of bioregionalism. But before exploring this inquiry in more detail, I 

would like to take a step back and begin my discussion with a broader look at the theory 

of bioregionalism and at the Canadian Bildungsroman and coming-of-age genre, 

respectively. The last section of this chapter will bring both theory and genre together in 

order to discuss the eight narratives that make up my corpus and the reasoning behind the 

pairing of those works with specific bioregional themes. 

 

What is Bioregionalism?  

In answer to the question that titles this section, I would like to open with Doug 

Aberley’s “Interpreting Bioregionalism: A Story from Many Voices.” Considered by 

bioregional scholars to be the “first comprehensive history of the contemporary 

bioregional movement” (McGinnis 4), Aberley’s article argues for bioregionalism as a 

movement with spiritual, historical, cultural, artistic, literary, and geographic identities 



4 

 

that “ha[ve] evolved in response to the challenge of reconnecting socially-just human 

cultures in a sustainable manner to the region-scale ecosystems in which they are 

irrevocably imbedded” (13). This sounds like a good way to define bioregionalism in a 

nutshell; however, Aberley shoots this down by saying that “it is a difficult task to 

provide a definitive introduction to bioregionalism [because] its practitioners protect a 

defiant decentralism” (13).  

Although Aberley made the above observation in 1999, it appears to still be 

around today. According to Tom Lynch, Cheryll Glotfelty, and Karla Armbruster – 

whose collection, The Bioregional Imagination: Literature, Ecology, and Place, appears 

13 years after Aberley’s article and is the most recent collection of criticism available 

today – there is still no official bioregional program or ideology per se (3). Rather, “there 

is an evolving dialogue about a set of ideals and ideas continually tested by practice and, 

as would seem proper, continually inflected by the particularities of diverse places and 

cultures” (3). I concur with this idea; and in my argument for bioregionalism’s relevancy 

to coming-of-age fiction and for the ways in which a bioregional point of view can be 

represented within that genre, a constantly evolving perspective and dialogue that builds 

from a discussion of ideals and ideas reflects that there can be an important place for 

bioregional thinking in Canadian literature and in our current evaluation of regional 

diversity. 

Emerging as a school of thought from the environmental movement of the 1970s, 

bioregional criticism not only shares many of its general ideas and goals with the field of 
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ecocriticism,1 but – I would additionally argue – can, as a result, also be viewed as a 

subcategory of the latter. The chief difference between bioregionalism and ecocriticism is 

the former’s more narrow concentration on how literary works relate to specific naturally 

defined areas called bioregions, 2 and how that relationship may contribute to bioregional 

practice, imagination, and the reconceptualization of place and identity (Lynch et al. 16; 

4). In the 1970s, bioregionalism was mainly located in western North America 

(specifically, British Columbia and California) and included thinkers such as Peter Berg, 

Raymond Dasmann, Gary Snyder, and Stephanie Mills, whose motivation it was to 

“address matters of pressing environmental concern through a politics derived from a 

local sense of place” and would seek “to head off environmental crises by attempting to 

both imagine and create human communities that live sustainably in place” (2-4).  

Envisioning place by foregrounding natural factors, bioregionalism “proposes that 

human identity may be constituted by our residence in a larger community of natural 

beings – our local bioregion – rather than, or at least supplementary to, national, state, 

ethnic, or other more common bases of identity” (Lynch et al. 4). How we choose to 

ecologically connect with the world around us and how we imagine ourselves to be 

within that world is a foremost concern in Lynch, Glotfelty, and Armbruster’s anthology, 
                                                        
1 Ecocriticism in its well known – and perhaps most quoted – form is “the study of the 
relationship between literature and the physical environment” (Glotfelty xviii). The term was 
originally said to have been first coined by William Rueckert in his 1978 essay “Literature and 
Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism”; however, it was with Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold 
Fromm’s 1996 anthology, The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology, that the 
field truly started to become defined in its academic scope and collective movement. 
2 Robert L. Thayer Jr., in LifePlace: Bioregional Thought and Practice, describes a bioregion as 
“literally and etymologically a ‘life-place’” that arises “as the most logical locus and scale for a 
sustainable, regenerative community to take root and to take place” (3; emphasis in original). His 
description of bioregion as a life-place dovetails with how Van Andruss, Christopher Plant, Judith 
Plant, and Eleanor Wright generally view bioregionalism in their collection, Home! A Bioregional 
Reader: “Bioregionalism calls for human society to be more closely related to nature (hence, bio), 
and to be more conscious of its locale, or region, or life-place (therefore, region)” (2). 
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and they argue that literature can shift an individual’s perspective by helping them to 

reimagine the places where they live, as well as their relations to those places (4). In 

presenting ways to “reflect, develop, celebrate, and protect the unique character of the 

bioregions that produce them” (12), literature read through a bioregional perspective “can 

remind readers and critics that texts grow out of the specific places that produced them 

(and their writers)” (17), while also presenting ways in which we can begin to transform 

our relationships to place and the natural environment.  

With people counted as an integral aspect of a place’s life (Berg, “Cascadian 

Bioregionalism”), getting to know one’s place intimately cultivates “an ecological 

consciousness and communal identity” that Michael Vincent McGinnis calls a 

“bioregional initiation” (8). Bioregional initiation requires opening up the human senses 

and sensibilities to the surrounding landscape (8) and is, as will be detailed in the coming 

chapters, a significant part of a young protagonist’s developing relationship with nature 

during the coming-of-age process. There are also a number of key terms that recur in 

bioregional discourse; however, the editors of The Bioregional Imagination agree that 

dwelling, sustainability, and reinhabitation are, by far, the most popular. In this 

dissertation, dwelling, sustainability, and reinhabitation are the three key terms that I also 

focus on; and while in this section I would simply like to provide a brief description for 

each, the last section of this chapter will clarify how these three terms can be combined 

with each other, as well as with other ideas and motifs, in order to create specific 

bioregional points of view that are reflective of both the large geographical areas that my 

chapters are divided into and the more specific details brought forward by each of the 

narratives in my corpus. 
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Dwelling, as argued by Kirkpatrick Sale in Dwellers in the Land: The Bioregional 

Vision, advocates for the importance of appreciating place: 

the crucial and perhaps only and all-encompassing task is to understand place, the 

immediate specific place where we live. The kinds of soils and rocks under our 

feet; the source of the waters we drink; the meaning of the different kinds of 

winds; the common insects, birds, mammals, plants, and trees […] – these are the 

things that are necessary to know. The limits of [a land’s] resources […] the 

places where it must not be stressed […] the treasures it holds and the treasures it 

seeks – these are the things that must be understood. And the cultures of the 

people, of the populations native to the land and of those who have grown up with 

it […] – these are the things that must be appreciated. (42) 

Lynch, Glotfelty, and Armbruster draw a quick link to European philosophy and 

Heidegger (who used the term extensively and in an analogous way) (5). However, it is 

these editors’ interpretation of Sale that captures my particular interest: “For Sale, to 

dwell means to live mindfully and deeply in place, to be fully engaged to the sensory 

richness of our immediate environment” (5). In this way, bioregions can be seen as more 

phenomenologically real than politically constructed places (5). 

Dwelling, as a form of knowledge, can also be connected to sustainability, where 

the latter adds a kind of action or behaviour to the former. Defined as “the practice of 

living within the ecological limits of a place in a manner that can be continued by future 

generations with no deleterious impact on the environment” (Lynch et al. 5), 

sustainability holds us accountable for the “ecological consequences of our behaviour” 

(5). 
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Building from sustainability’s awareness of living-in-place, reinhabitation is 

learning to live-in-place but doing so in an area that has experienced disruption or has 

been injured from past exploitation (Berg and Dasmann 35). Lynch, Glotfelty, and 

Armbruster suggest that this is not the norm for those of the twenty-first century as most 

of us live lives that have become increasingly detached from our places and have moved 

progressively towards inhabiting a global monoculture (6). However, in response to this 

detachment from our places, the movement of bioregionalism has become one way in 

which we can choose to respond to such a shift: 

a localized sense of place is incomplete unless augmented by a sense of how that 

place is integrated into the wider biosphere and the global network of cultures and 

economies. But we also suggest that a sense of the global is likewise incomplete 

without an awareness that the globe is an amalgamation of infinitely complex 

connections among variously scaled and nested places, and that many of those 

places are most usefully considered bioregions. (9) 

 

The Coming-of-Age Genre and the Canadian Bildungsroman 

During my research on the coming-of-age genre and the Bildungsroman, I have 

noticed that quite a number of scholars tend to begin their discussion from the very 

beginning. This, of course, makes sense: the Bildungsroman emerged in the last third of 

eighteenth century Germany as a new type of novel that was predominantly concerned 

with the spiritual and psychological development of the protagonist (Hardin ix) and 

became the most important subgenre of the novel in Germany, marked by the appearance 

of Goethe’s 1795 Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship) which 
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is considered to be the prototype of the form as we know it today (Hardin ix; Buckley 

vii).  

However, as James Hardin points out in his introduction to Reflection and Action: 

Essays on the Bildungsroman, “Certainly, no one these days would characterize the 

Bildungsroman as an exclusively German genre” (xxiii). While I do not intend to 

completely trace the literary history of the Bildungsroman from its German beginnings to 

its emergence in the English novel and subsequent other forms3 in great detail here, I 

would like to focus on four scholars in particular who have helped define (or rather, who 

have been often quoted in various ways about) the Bildungsroman in the last part of the 

twentieth century: Jerome Buckley, Hardin, Franco Moretti, and Randolf Shaffner. These 

scholars provide me with a foundation of elements to work with in my attempt to define 

what I believe a Canadian Bildungsroman is or includes for this project; and in going 

through some of their observations on the Bildungsroman and its characteristics, this will 

also reveal why the term “coming of age” (as a larger expression of the Bildungsroman) 

ultimately becomes the more appropriate descriptor for the narratives of my corpus.  

According to the Oxford English Dictionary Online, the Bildungsroman can be 

described as “a novel that has as its main theme the formative years or spiritual education 

of one person” (n.). However, as Hardin, Buckley, and Tobias Boes agree, the German 

root of Bildungsroman, Bildung (meaning “education” in German4), notoriously resists 

being truly translated into other languages. In his book Formative Fictions: Nationalism, 

                                                        
3 According to Helena Feder, the Bildungsroman is “one of the most, if not the most, defined, 
redefined, reconstructed and contested subgenres in literary study” and has undergone 
“interesting (and much needed) revisionist work by feminist and postcolonial scholars and 
writers” (18). 
4 Bildung also means “self-cultivation” in a combined process of personal and cultural maturation 
within a specific cultural and philosophical German context. 
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Cosmopolitanism, and the Bildungsroman, Boes expresses the complexity of this in the 

following way: 

Like the English word education, [the German term Bildung] can refer to both a 

dynamic process and to the static outcome of that process. Unlike education, 

however, which derives from the Latin verb educare (to bring up), a word that is 

related to educere (to lead forth) […] Bildung instead refers to a formative 

development governed by an inner law […] (46) 

While Boes’s argument for the Bildung ultimately leads into a more complex sense of 

nationalism and his merger of it with cosmopolitanism, he champions the term as it is 

drawn from the “age of Goethe” (47). This view of the term Bildung is also emphasized 

by Hardin, who puts the eighteenth and nineteenth century concepts of the term side by 

side in his description: 

Bildung, in an eighteenth-century context, is a verbal noun meaning ‘formation,’ 

transferring the formation of external features to the features of the personality as 

a whole. In the early nineteenth century – as to some extent even in these times – 

it implied ‘cultivation,’ education and refinement in a broad, humanistic sense, 

certainly not merely education with all the current institutional connotations of the 

word. It also strongly implied ‘formation’ or ‘forming,’ a meaning that is not 

rendered in the usual English translations. (xi) 

Hardin purposefully returns to a classical sense of Bildung stemming from its implied 

meanings in early German models (like Christoph Martin Wieland’s Geschichte des 

Agathon and Goethe’s Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre) to highlight one way in which some 

have proposed solving the issue of translation from one language to another. However, 
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according to Hardin, the problem Bildung poses “is not merely one of translation from 

one language to another; rather, it has also to do with the fact that Bildung is a slippery 

concept, more so now than formerly, one that is bound to our interpretation of cultural 

values” (xii). 

Hardin’s reasoning that Bildung – and by association Bildungsroman – is 

continually subject to changing cultural values and evaluations of them is echoed by 

Jerome Buckley in Season of Youth: The Bildungsroman from Dickens to Golding. 

Buckley suggests that we not let the semiotics fully bar our understanding and turn, 

instead, to the traits that make the Bildungsroman such a recognizable and versatile 

medium: “If the word ultimately escapes precise definition or neat translation, its 

meaning should nonetheless emerge clearly enough from an account of the novels 

themselves and the steady recurrence of certain common motifs in them” (viii). What I 

find interesting about Buckley’s discussion of the English Bildungsroman is that he 

accepts several possible synonyms – the novel of youth, of apprenticeship, of education, 

of adolescence, of initiation, and the life-novel (vii-viii) – which speaks to how the 

formation of an identity and role can take various representative forms for the child and 

youth no matter the century. Moreover, there are a number of characteristics typical of 

the English Bildungsroman for Buckley, such as the novel of youth being strongly 

autobiographical, where fact and fiction can intermingle and is “subject at any time to 

intrusions from areas of the author’s experience beyond the dramatic limits of the fiction” 

(viii; 24); a child growing up with no father figure (19); and the wish for independence as 

expressed through some sort of journey away from home and the struggle to survive the 

trials it brings (20).  
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If we step back for a moment and take a look at the last element from Buckley 

listed above, we will notice a connection to Hardin in his observations that the English 

Bildungsroman is almost always action based. While the German Bildungsroman relies 

on the dichotomy of reflection and action, Hardin counters that the English 

Bildungsroman’s emphasis lies with activity and uses a quote from Susanne Howe’s 

Wilhelm Meister and his English Kinsmen: Apprentices to Life to stress this difference: 

“Our [English apprentice heroes] became too busy finding something to do, to envisage 

life very clearly as an artistic creative process. Thus […] they [possess the conviction] 

that they must find something to do in the world, and do it whole-heartedly” (qtd. in 

Hardin xxv). Reflection and action – perceived by Hardin as the two poles of the 

Bildungsroman – are used to achieve a balance: “It is not sufficient for the protagonist of 

the Bildungsroman to reflect, though this is essential, just as it is important too that the 

reader reflect. Reflectiveness, preoccupation with matters of the development of mind 

and soul, are obviously key elements of the genre […] But action is also important” (xiii).  

Franco Moretti also draws our attention to action taking the form of a journey in 

The Way of the World: The Bildungsroman in European Culture. The fact that the 

English Bildungsroman allows its heroes to almost always leave against their will and 

without having in any way deserved such a fate is not uncommon (203). As a result, the 

journey “and the mobility that goes with it” (203) is perceived by the hero as “a long and 

bewildering detour in which the roles they play in the course of time are merely disguises 

– unnatural, and sometimes repugnant – dictated by necessity” (203). The 

transformations that occur during the hero’s journey are “alien and hostile to his nature” 

and the farther he strays from home, the more anxious he may feel about no longer being 
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the self he knew before departure (203). The trials that the hero encounters during this 

journey are also not necessarily negative experiences: “Trial, in the Bildungsroman, is 

instead an opportunity: not an obstacle to be overcome while remaining ‘intact,’ but 

something that must be incorporated, for only by stringing together ‘experiences’ does 

one build a personality” (48).  

Randolf Shaffner, in The Apprenticeship Novel: A Study of the ‘Bildungsroman’ 

as a Regulative Type in Western Literature with a Focus on Three Classic 

Representatives by Goethe, Maugham, and Mann, conveniently lays out his argument of 

what the Bildungsroman (or as he additionally calls it, the apprenticeship novel (9)) is in 

two ways. The first consists of what he perceives as the four basic principles essential to 

the genre: the apprenticeship or formation itself, the nature of this apprenticeship, its 

pattern or phases, and its goal (16). Shaffner specifies that the apprenticeship is “not to a 

particular art, trade, or calling in a technical sense but rather to life” with the idea that 

living is an art that can be learned and mastered by passing through its stages (16). His 

second list is much lengthier and originally lists twenty-three “concrete potentialities 

within the apprenticeship novel” (17); however, number six on his list is of particular 

interest to me – “an individual’s confrontation with his environment” (17) – and will be 

further elaborated on momentarily.5  

In quickly going through the studies of Buckley, Hardin, Moretti, and Shaffner, I 

have, admittedly, been selective in my discussion: the elements I have brought up here 

are a reflection of those found in some way in the narratives of my corpus, and are what I 

believe can be extended more generally to defining the Canadian Bildungsroman or 

                                                        
5 For the complete listing, see Shaffner’s Chapter Three “Fundamental Principles,” pgs. 17-19. 
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coming-of-age story. One of the common threads I trace across the chapters of my 

dissertation is a building sense of action, which precedes moments of reflection (Hardin) 

in various ways: Atlantic Canada is the most reflective of all the chapters in its heavy 

reliance on nostalgia and memory, while the others are able to culminate a sense of 

deliberation with either a physical action or the potential for action towards the 

environment. The multiple synonyms Buckley uses to describe the Bildungsroman (as a 

novel of youth, education, adolescence, initiation, and apprenticeship) dovetail with 

Shaffner’s focus on apprenticeship; and in all my chapters, the presence of a guiding 

figure – or guide-to-nature – plays an important role in the lives of my young 

protagonists in helping to initiate and educate them into a deeper ecological knowledge, 

awareness of self and place, and respect for the bioregions they reside in.  

Shaffner’s point of “an individual’s confrontation with his environment” (17) 

additionally offers a way of viewing my protagonists. Although he does not provide any 

further elaboration on this point, I would like to offer something that links Shaffner to 

Moretti’s observations on the trial and the journey. Arguably, all the protagonists in this 

project do undergo some kind of journey (be it physical, psychological, spiritual, cyclical, 

linear, or a combination of these); and within that journey, trials can take on numerous 

different forms and functions within the coming-of-age process: an impending parents’ 

divorce (Monique Proulx’s Wildlives), a mother’s abandonment (Frances Greenslade’s 

Shelter), and the loss of one’s cultural knowledge and traditions (Eden Robinson’s 

Monkey Beach), to name a few. A “confrontation with the environment,” however, does 

not necessarily have to join the negative listing above. In fact, another word for 

“confrontation” is “encounter;” and in promoting the early development of a positive – or 
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at least, different – response and attitude towards the environment, a wilderness 

experience appears to be a crucial part of growing up for the protagonists in this 

dissertation.  

All that said, in my reliance on the German and English Bildungsroman traditions 

to define my sense of coming-of-age stories in Canadian literature, one might wonder 

why I have not specifically used Canadian Bildungsroman and coming-of-age genre 

criticism anywhere in my discussion thus far. The short answer to this is that I was unable 

to identify much scholarship as such in my research – and what little I did find that might 

be relevant to the topic in general, ended up not being suitable for me. W. H. New’s 

chapter “Encoders: Literature to 1985” in A History of Canadian Literature, for example, 

provides a short discussion of the Bildungsroman (or as he calls it, the “novel-of-

growing-up”), which highlights the importance of recognizing that there is a pattern 

present in Canadian literature. New’s selection of novels and his observations on them, 

however, do not account for the presence and influence of the natural environment as a 

way that might lend another Canadian layer to the Bildungsroman.6  

There are also individual studies that side with New’s defense for the presence of 

a Canadian Bildungsroman and coming-of-age genre, but once again, I was not able to 

use these due to either the absence of the natural environment, the authors and issues 

discussed were different from this project’s direction, or the time period covered was 

mismatched: Allison Mackey’s “Postnational Coming of Age in Contemporary Anglo-

Canadian Fiction;” Aaron Kamugisha’s “Austin Clarke’s Bajan Boyhood: Coming of 

Age in Amongst Thistles and Thorns, Growing Up Stupid Under the Union Jack, and 

                                                        
6 See New, pgs. 228-230; 239. 
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Proud Empires;” Herb Wyile’s “Historical Strip-Tease: Revelation and the 

Bildungsroman in Wayne Johnston’s Writing;” and Gordon Philip Turner’s dissertation, 

“The Protagonists’ Initiatory Experiences in the Canadian Bildungsroman: 1908-1971.” 

Ellen McWilliams’ Margaret Atwood and the Female Bildungsroman is yet another 

example that I found intriguing in its defense of a Canadian female Bildungsroman, and 

while I could argue for three novels that could potentially fit under this designation due to 

their focus on young female protagonists (Monkey Beach, Shelter, and Mary Lawson’s 

Crow Lake), McWilliams’ examination of the genre as appropriated by women writers is 

a different pathway than my own exploration of the genre as it relates to the child-nature 

relationship and a wilderness experience. A similar reasoning goes for Glenn Willmott’s 

Unreal Country: Modernity in the Canadian Novel in English, which – in focusing on 

(amongst other things) the Modernist movement in Canadian writing and the Postcolonial 

Bildungsroman as the dominant genre for this period – provides an earlier look at youth 

than I am here. Helena Feder’s Ecocriticism and the Idea of Culture: Biology and the 

Bildungsroman is also worth adding to this small grouping as her study works in the 

opposite way of all the rest: while not Canadian-based, it does merge the Bildungsroman 

with ecocritical analysis. However, in concentrating on the Bildungsroman as 

humanism’s origin story of culture and in the absence of any literatures from Canada, 

Feder’s emphasis once again veers in a different direction than my own.  

The idea of the Canadian Bildungsroman and coming-of-age genre is also found 

in Indigenous writing as is evidenced by scholars such as Renate Eigenbrod (“Illustrating 

Positionality: Reading Silent Words as a Bildungsroman” in Travelling Knowledges: 

Positioning the Im/Migrant Reader of Aboriginal Literatures in Canada) and Martina 
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Rössler (“The Coming-of-Age Narrative by Indigenous Writers in Canada: Eden 

Robinson’s Monkey Beach and Lee Maracle’s Ravensong”). While Eigenbrod and 

Rössler take specific Indigenous studies perspectives to explore their texts, I hope that my 

bioregional approach to the two Indigenous novels of my dissertation (Monkey Beach and 

Thomas King’s Truth and Bright Water) is also compatible as – to borrow the words of 

Alan Durning – “Bioregionalism is not a new idea but can be traced to the aboriginal, 

primal and native inhabitants of the landscape” (qtd. in McGinnis 2). 

To conclude this section, I would like to return to something mentioned earlier but 

was left unaddressed: the reason why I have chosen to use coming of age instead of 

Bildungsroman to describe the narratives of my corpus. In my initial thoughts of linking 

bioregional theory with the Bildungsroman genre, I thought that “Bioregional 

Bildungsroman” would be an excellent way to describe the relationship I wanted 

everyone to see in my pairing of the two. This, however, fell a bit flat once I discovered 

that not all of the texts I selected for bioregional reasons could also be considered “true” 

representations of the Bildungsroman in the traditional sense. According to Moretti, “A 

Bildung is truly such only if, at a certain point, it can be seen as concluded: only if youth 

passes into maturity, and comes to a stop there” (26). Without this sense of an ending, 

Who Has Seen the Wind, Truth and Bright Water, Monkey Beach, and Shelter are – 

accordingly – not Bildungsromane, even if they all deal with a growth to maturity (not 

physically, but psychologically) and use the characteristics of the genre as described 

above. Additionally, the Bildungsroman traditionally centres on boys becoming men 

(Pressman); and as such, this detail would exclude three novels within my corpus (Crow 

Lake, Monkey Beach, and Shelter) that strongly speak towards the importance of a 
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bioregional perspective in Canadian literature using female protagonists as their focus. 

That said, coming of age – as a term that the Bildungsroman, as a subgenre, sits under – 

allows me to utilize characteristics of the Bildungsroman in my examination of these 

particular novels without being restricted by gender, as well as the open-endedness and 

sense of continuation that the authors have chosen for these protagonists and their stories. 

 

The Child and Nature in a Canadian Context: Bringing Bioregionalism and the 

Coming-of-Age Genre Together 

In her 1979 introduction to the anthology Childhood and Youth in Canadian 

Literature, M.G. Hesse reflected that while the theme of childhood and youth is a 

universal one “occurring throughout the world in every period” (1), it holds a rich and 

diverse place within Canadian literature. From the struggles of growing up in small-town 

Ontario (Alice Munro’s Lives of Girls and Women (1971)), the cruel and kind 

experiences of girlhood friendships (Margaret Atwood’s Cat’s Eye (1988)), and rebelling 

against family order (Marie-Claire Blais’ Une saison dans la vie d’Emmanuel (1965)) to 

negotiating the hyphen that links “Chinese” and “Canadian” together (Wayson Choy’s 

The Jade Peony (1995)), discovering violence and death (Élise Turcotte’s The Body’s 

Place (2003)), and navigating the mean streets of Montreal alone (Heather O’Neill’s 

Lullabies for Little Criminals (2006)), the Canadian child figure continues to grow in 

complexity, while maintaining a value on “their perception of the human experience” 

(Hesse 1).  

Although Hesse’s observations on childhood and youth in Canadian literature are 

from nearly four decades ago, her argument still resonates today. Our fascination with the 
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theme of childhood and youth, she argues, and I concur, allows us to “discover a kinship 

with writers who share memories of enchantment and disillusionment with us. Their 

memories induce us to reflect on our own childhood and youth [and they become] a 

means of discovering truths about the nature of ourselves and others” (1). The themes 

touched upon in her quotation – self-discovery, identity, imagination, and the movement 

from innocence to experience – link closely to the Bildungsroman principles and the 

characteristics of the coming-of-age genre discussed earlier.  

When nature – as a setting, thematic interest, and so on – has a significant 

influence on the child’s coming-of-age process, another deep tradition of literary 

representation is evoked. According to Sidney I. Dobrin and Kenneth B. Kidd, the 

relationship between children and nature is historically twofold at its most general level. 

On the one hand, children were seen through Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s romantic 

philosophy, which presumed children had “a privileged relationship with nature, thanks 

largely to the legacy of romantic and Victorian literature” that emphasized “the child’s 

proximity to the natural world and consequent purity” (6). Conversely, the child “as 

positively pastoral in the Anglo-American literary tradition” (6) has been challenged by 

an empiricist tradition emerging from philosophers such as John Locke, who argue that 

the child’s relationship with nature is founded on the task undertaken by adults “to 

educate young people into nature appreciation and analysis” (6). 

While Dobrin and Kidd emphasize the American literary tradition in their 

collection Wild Things: Children’s Culture and Ecocriticism, the nuances of their 

observations can be applied to a Canadian context. According to Elizabeth Galway, 

“landscape and environment have always had an important impact on the Canadian 
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psyche” (147), and numerous other scholars, writers, and critics such as Ella Soper and 

Nicholas Bradley (Greening the Maple: Canadian Ecocriticism in Context), Bruce 

Litteljohn and Jon Pearce (Marked by the Wild: An Anthology of Literature Shaped by the 

Canadian Wilderness), and Kate Turner and Bill Freedman (“Nature as a theme in 

Canadian literature”) echo that sentiment.7 Significantly, when we introduce ecocriticism 

– and, by extension, bioregionalism – as a way of thinking about how the natural 

environment has influenced Canadian writing, two things are revealed: we can not only 

trace the shift in environmental themes and ideas from early Canadian literature to the 

present,8 but we may also – in our focus on the child figure – see the important role the 

Canadian child’s relationship with nature has in reflecting that shift as the canon 

continues to move into the twenty-first century. As Galway notes, the child-nature 

relationship has fuelled Canadians’ “aware[ness] of the diversity of their environment” 

(148). She additionally argues that “children [can] play a significant role in changing and 

shaping the image of, and attitudes towards, the nation” (151) and its regional landscapes 

as stories probe “expressions of various notions of Canadian nationhood, independence, 
                                                        
7 Soper and Bradley state, “Canadian landscapes and their apparent distinctiveness (whether 
understood in positive or negative terms) have fascinated writers and critics throughout the 
history of literature in Canada, before as well as after Confederation. A preoccupation with nature 
is a widely acknowledged (and yes, somewhat stereotypical) characteristic of Canadian literature” 
(xxiv). Litteljohn and Pearce argue, “If there is one distinguishing element that sets Canadian 
literature apart from most other national literatures, it is the influence of the wild” (11). Turner 
and Freedman note that “the natural world has always been important to Canadians, and it is a 
distinctive part of their amorphous, difficult-to-define, national identity. Many Canadians regard 
nature as important because it sustains them, in both the material and spiritual realms [and this] is 
revealed by the frequency and manner in which natural themes permeate the literary expressions 
of Canadian authors” (171-172).  
8 Rebecca Raglon and Marion Scholtmeijer in their article, “Canadian Environmental Writing,” 
outline the shift of the themes of survival, garrison mentality, and the perception of nature as a 
threat found in early Canadian writing to one that involved a growing sense of concern and 
responsibility for the natural environment during the mid-twentieth century emphasizes that the 
relationship between human communities and the land around them underlies a specifically 
Canadian environmental understanding (136). 
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and national identity” (2). In earlier Canadian writing, the child’s connection to nature 

began as a way to articulate “a multitude of symbolic representations of the natural 

environment” (152): as a land of opportunity “for the thrill-seeker and adventurer who 

can test his own power in a bid to conquer the unruly wilderness;” as a celebration of the 

natural beauty of the landscape, “seeing it as something to cherish and preserve;” and as a 

landscape that can be both dangerous and foreboding (152). 

The second of the symbolic representations Galway lists is of particular interest 

when we link early works of Canadian literature with more contemporary writing – the 

celebration of nature is still dominant today, but with a slight twist. With the nineteenth 

century as the era of exploration and the formation of a national identity, Canada’s 

natural environment became a central, unifying point of identification with children 

holding roles in the nation’s future as workers and leaders (for boys) and mothers (for 

girls) (Galway 8; 11). We still celebrate the natural environment today; however, in our 

“clamour to be ‘green’” (Ricou, “So Big About Green” 3) our attention has turned more 

towards a view of nature that not only values children as future caretakers, but also as 

individuals who possess the potential to become responsible and empathetic ecocitizens. 

In focusing on the Canadian child figure and his or her relationship to the natural 

environment through a bioregional lens, my project differs significantly from previous 

research that has viewed children and the environment together in literary studies. Recent 

collections such as Dobrin and Kidd’s Wild Things and Amy Cutter-Mackenzie, Phillip 

G. Payne, and Alan Reid’s Experiencing Environment and Place through Children’s 

Literature reinforce the importance of reading the child-nature connection more deeply 

and differently, which is a significant link to my own observations within this project. 
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However, these two examples either remain exclusively within the realm of ecocriticism 

and American literature or (despite a global consideration) only touches upon one aspect 

of children within a Canadian literary framework. Additionally, and despite the fact that 

the child-nature theme holds a notably historical role in the continued growth of our 

national literature, there has yet to be a dedicated Canadian collection comparable to, for 

instance, Dobrin and Kidd, or more scholarly works investigating the child as seen in 

Canadian literature (rather than only in the field of children’s literature). This dissertation 

is an attempt to initiate that conversation. 

My inquiry about whether there can be a relationship between bioregionalism, 

Canadian literature, the child, and coming-of-age initially began with the more general 

concern of whether or not bioregionalism and Canadian literature could be approached as 

complimentary and applicable to each other. The short answer to this, I found, was yes; 

and in my preliminary research, there were a number of Canadian writings with an 

environmental basis – particularly in non-fiction – where key bioregional terms and ideas 

(such as dwelling, sustainability, and reinhabitation) kept rising to the surface.9 At times, 

the child figure would also make an appearance with – amongst the common themes of 

family, the issues of growing up, and so on – a strong identifying connection to place and 

the natural environment. This started to make me wonder if what I came across so easily 

in non-fiction could also be readily found in fictional writings, especially knowing that 

there already exists a strong tradition of children and youth in Canadian literature. 

                                                        
9 Some of the non-fiction works I came across are Lorna Crozier’s Small Beneath the Sky: A 
Prairie Memoir, Patrick Lane’s There is a Season: A Memoir, Charlotte Gill’s Eating Dirt: Deep 
Forests, Big Timber, and Life with the Tree-Planting Tribe, Sharon Butala’s The Perfection of the 
Morning: An Apprenticeship in Nature and Wild Stone Heart: An Apprentice in the Fields, Jake 
MacDonald’s Houseboat Chronicles: Notes from a Life in Shield Country, and David Adams 
Richards’ Lines on the Water: A Fisherman’s Life on the Miramichi.  
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In this way and in the coming pages, I set about to answer the following: if 

bioregionalism is relevant to Canadian literature, how then can it be shown to be relevant 

in coming-of-age fiction? And in what ways is a bioregional point of view represented in 

that fiction? As noted earlier with Galway, the Canadian child’s relationship to nature 

holds an important role in our national literary tradition; and, as such, I thought 

responding to these inquiries would be a fairly straightforward task. However, this 

quickly proved to be a more complex undertaking. Apart from the lack of scholarship 

aforementioned, my own search for primary sources published within a contemporary 

time frame hit a barrier: it may not have been a challenge to locate the child figure within 

a particular regional setting, but it did prove more difficult to support specific bioregional 

ideas within that relationship if, for example, the narrative exclusively focused on 

coming-of-age issues. Donna Morrissey’s Kit’s Law (1999), for instance, has fourteen-

year-old Kit living in an isolated fishing community on the rocky shores of 

Newfoundland; and while the regional landscape and culture do influence the young 

protagonist’s story overall, the narrative ultimately revolves around how Kit fights to stay 

with her mentally handicapped mother after her protective grandmother dies and a local 

reverend threatens to put her mother in a home and Kit in an orphanage.  

The difficulties of finding coming-of-age fiction where the child-nature 

relationship takes precedence also became evident with literatures from the North,10 of 

which I had hoped to include two texts in a separate chapter alongside my other 

geographical areas of Atlantic Canada, Central Canada, the Prairies, and the West Coast. 

The northern environment and ecosystem are, of course, meaningful settings that have 
                                                        
10 The North, as a large geographical area, would consist of the most northern territories of 
Canada: the Yukon, Northwest Territories, and Nunavut.  
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characterized and “shaped Canadian culture, policy, and history” (Grace xvi). However, 

similarly to Kit’s Law, the writings I came across emphasized other issues, even if the 

child figure was central to the story. Kevin Patterson’s Consumption (2006), for example, 

follows the story of Victoria, who at the age of ten is diagnosed with tuberculosis and 

must leave the Arctic for a sanatorium to recover. When she returns six years later, 

Victoria becomes a stranger to her family and culture; and as she matures, marries a non-

Inuit, and has children, the consequences of cultural assimilation and modernization 

become prominent themes of the narrative and her story. Other kinds of social issues and 

conditions may also intersect with bioregional ones in coming-of-age fiction, but these 

will be revisited in the conclusion to this project. 

While I do not have the resources to historically interpret why it is difficult to dig 

up coming-of-age narratives that strongly concentrate on the child-nature relationship, I 

have observed that there appears to be a prominent nature-human relationship that is 

largely constructed on the concepts of maturity and adulthood. As such, a wilderness 

experience carries the potential to be – as Litteljohn and Pearce observe, and I concur – a 

catalyst of change, growth, and self-revelation for the Canadian protagonist (142). 

Similarly, bioregionalism’s relevancy to Canadian fiction seems, initially, to side with a 

negative response. However, there are limitations present despite the prominent presence 

of nature in Canadian literature. The difficulties I have experienced here only suggest that 

there is a need for more bioregionally-charged coming-of-age writings, as well as 

investigations of them.  

 Nevertheless, I did find bioregionalism to be pertinent for a small body of texts; 

and while it was something that had to be specifically looked for, this dissertation is 
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about how a bioregional point of view is germane to the eight coming-of-age narratives 

that I have chosen. The large geographical areas that my chapters are named after – 

Atlantic Canada, Central Canada, the Prairies, and the West Coast – are not only grouped 

in this way to ensure regional diversity and coverage, but to also highlight the internal 

diversity within these geographical areas as evidenced by the bioregions featured in each 

narrative. As such, Atlantic Canada houses one work representing the rural/farmland of 

Nova Scotia’s Annapolis Valley and one from the coastal/maritime perspective of Cape 

Breton Island; Central Canada discusses the Laurentian mountains of Quebec and the 

rural farmlands and waters of Northern Ontario; the Prairies explore the flat grasslands of 

Saskatchewan and the plains that span across rural Alberta and Montana; and the West 

Coast brings together the Douglas Channel region of northern British Columbia with the 

Pacific mountains of the same province. These eight bioregions, undoubtedly, do not 

represent all of the possible bioregions that can be found within each geographical area, 

nor do they stand in for the specific few provinces that could not be given their own 

narrative discussions here.11  

Nonetheless, the eight bioregions listed above – and subsequently, the coming-of-

age processes that occur within these environments – have something in common: a link 

to at least one of the three key terms that Lynch, Glotfelty, and Armbruster claim recur 

most frequently in bioregional discourse (dwelling, sustainability, and reinhabitation). 

This observation struck me as a promising way to go about exploring the connection 

between bioregionalism, the coming-of-age genre, and my designated geographical areas 

early on in my research. However, as I spent more time with my corpus, I quickly found 

                                                        
11 Manitoba, Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, and New Brunswick.  
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that my selected narratives started to lend themselves to more than just the singular and 

independent definitions of dwelling, sustainability, and reinhabitation as outlined in 

section two of this Introduction. As such, the bioregional themes or points of view that 

head each chapter in this dissertation – nostalgic sustainability, conservation, sustainable 

dwelling, and the journey of reinhabitation, respectively – either appear in combination 

with coming-of-age motifs, makes use of a distinct characteristic found in a particular 

body of literature, or allows the narrative’s ending to explicitly express the way in which 

we need to think about the connection between bioregionalism and the child figure. That 

said, associating Atlantic Canadian writing with nostalgic sustainability, for example, 

does not assume that this point of view applies to all literatures of Atlantic Canada, but 

rather, suggests that there may be a tendency towards this particular theme. There may be 

more, of course, and even the potential for crossover between these ideas across different 

geographical areas. However, my hope is that the four specific themes I focus on in the 

coming chapters provides a fruitful foundation for some of the ways bioregionalism may 

be seen as influential in coming-of-age fiction.  

Opening with Alistair Macleod’s short story “The Boat” and Ernest Buckler’s 

novel The Mountain and the Valley, the following chapter brings nostalgia and 

sustainability together in order to view the child-nature relationship in Atlantic Canadian 

writing as one that both sustains and imprisons in an emotionally resonate way. As a 

common characteristic of the literatures of the Atlantic, nostalgia’s melancholic and 

haunting presence is rooted in the memory of a “way of life closely bonded to the 

rhythms of the land and sea” (Creelman 25) that a protagonist yearns to return to in some 

way. That “some way” exists through elegiac remembrance and memory for both 
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Macleod’s narrator and Buckler’s David Canaan; and as such, sustainability enters into 

this equation through what scholar Jeremy Davies describes in his definition of 

“sustainable nostalgia” as a kind of memory-work that allows for the postponement of 

loss (a loss that, I believe, is not limited to landscapes and seascapes only, but also 

includes collective community, the past, family, and so on). In reversing Davies’ key 

terms to read as “nostalgic sustainability,” I purposely shift the attention from the 

nostalgia needing sustaining to the bioregion itself and, by extension, the childhood place 

of nature12 – a key place for both Macleod’s narrator and Buckler’s David as their 

physical bioregions transform into internal ones where the image of nature becomes 

hauntingly immoveable and fully sustained by memory.  

Where Chapter 2 marks the child-nature relationship as something that allows the 

coming-of-age process to be a mindfully internal one, Chapter 3 expands this to include 

what happens when the child figure is able to physically act upon that process by taking 

on responsibility for the environment through the act(ion) of conservation in Central 

Canada. As a practice that seeks the proper use of nature, conservation does draw upon 

the bioregional description of dwelling (to live thoughtfully in your place and to be 

acutely aware of the environment around you) and is an important part of Monique 

Proulx’s Wildlives and Mary Lawson’s Crow Lake as evidenced by the specific choices 

their protagonists make in adulthood as a result of their childhood experiences in nature. 

In valuing the child’s early development in and positive experience of the natural 

environment, Proulx and Lawson not only emphasize an important feature of Canadian 

                                                        
12 I define the childhood place of nature as a meaningful space and place where the formative 
moments in growing up occur and of which are either physically or psychologically returned to in 
adulthood for reflection, inspiring action, and so on. 
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works that deal with nature – the link between wilderness and self-discovery – but also 

mirrors an important aspect of bioregional thinking itself as a constantly evolving 

perspective that allows one to reconceptualize the link between place and identity 

according to his or her current and developing ecological knowledge and understanding. 

Chapter 4 continues from Chapter 3’s discussion of the child’s developing sense 

of place, identity, and responsibility through the theme of sustainable dwelling as seen in 

two Prairie novels, W.O. Mitchell’s Who Has Seen the Wind and Thomas King’s Truth 

and Bright Water. Sustainable dwelling is what I consider to be another theme that – like 

Chapter 2 – unites two bioregional concepts and their definitions together (sustainability 

and dwelling); however, my original inspiration for using this term for Mitchell’s and 

King’s novels comes from Jenny Kerber and her study of Canadian prairie literature from 

an ecocritical perspective. While she does not provide an exact definition for sustainable 

dwelling and her focus rests only briefly on the child (particularly Mitchell’s young 

protagonist), Kerber’s interpretation of the concept through stories of aetiology (origins) 

and eschatology (endings) does invite us to consider the role texts have in shaping an 

individual’s understanding of his or her environment. With this in mind – and in thinking 

about the boy’s eye view of prairie life and landscape, specifically – I believe that 

Kerber’s idea can be extended even further to include a future self and the potential for 

(environmental) change that comes with that. As such, I account for how Mitchell’s and 

King’s protagonists psychologically and emotionally transcend the limitations of their 

physical childhood bodies by the end of their respective narratives in order to 

demonstrate their potential for fulfilling the promise to do more for their childhood places 

of nature – to help their dwellings become sustained at a future time – through roles that 
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are either personally influenced by or inherited from a significant guide-to-nature figure 

who has nurtured a deeper awareness of the natural environment, while helping the 

apprentice find answers to the questions of “Who am I?” and “Where do I belong?” 

Chapter 5 also makes use of “Who am I?” and “Where do I belong?” as two 

important questions that lay the foundation for a protagonist’s journey of reinhabitation 

on the West Coast. Although the terms journey and reinhabitation are usually treated as 

separate and unrelated to each other, I offer how two West Coast novels – Eden 

Robinson’s Monkey Beach and Frances Greenslade’s Shelter – can be viewed within the 

bioregional framework created when the journey motif and reinhabitation are paired 

together. As a theme not uncommon to coming-of-age narratives, the journey (which can 

take circular or linear forms, or a combination of both) specifically allows me to trace 

how Robinson’s and Greenslade’s protagonists come to physically and psychologically 

navigate their childhood places of nature as their sense of selves and sense of 

environmental awareness grows. Doing so additionally emphasizes why a homecoming 

(a return to the place that was left) is crucial to the act(ion) of reinhabitation (the idea of 

(re)learning how to live-in-place, especially if the area itself has experienced some form 

of disruption or damage). Although the desire to return, reclaim, and recover for each 

protagonist differs due to the distinctions between First Nations and colonial-settler 

heritages, viewing reinhabitation through the journey motif does reveal how turning back 

to the land can help one to further understand who they are and who their future selves 

will be in relationship to, amongst other things, the environments of their youth. 
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Chapter 2 

The Child and Nostalgic Sustainability in Atlantic Canada  

Alistair McLeod’s “The Boat” and Ernest Buckler’s The Mountain and 

the Valley 

 

The moment passes, the water continues on, the boys and girls leave the trout stream for 
the uncertain stream of life, and become as I was now, sitting beside it.  

David Adams Richards, Mercy Among the Children 
 
 

Nature becomes significant to man when […] passed through the alembic of his heart 
[…] It acts either by interpreting, recalling, suggesting, or symbolizing some phrase of 
human feeling […] Whatever it be that is brought to the alembic – naked hill, or barren 
sand-reach, sea or meadow, weed or star – it comes out charged with a new force, 
imperishable and active wherever it finds sympathies to vibrate under its currents. 

Charles G.D. Roberts, “The Poetry of Nature” 
 
 

[I]n Wildness is the preservation of the World. 
Thoreau, “Walking” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 In his introduction to The Maritime Experience, Michael O. Nowlan opens with 

the analogy of two photographs. The first photo, had it been possible, captures an aerial 

view of Atlantic Canada during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries with its fishing 

communities along the rugged coastlines, lumber camps in tree-studded interiors, and 

meager farms in the clearings (1). The second photo comes from a camera of today and 

records the lively cities and towns, prosperous farmlands, and numerous small industrial 
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establishments in addition to the aerial view of the first (1). With the merging of the 

urban and the rural and the traditional alongside the more modern, Nowlan’s analogy is 

effective in introducing Maritime life to be as multi-faceted and diverse as the people 

who first settled there (“the early French settlers, the Irish and Scottish immigrants, and 

the Loyalists – each group with its own culture and values”), as well as the occupations 

driven by the region’s resources (“lumbering, fishing, and mining are still its lifeblood, 

but countless new industries and skills are profoundly influencing its social and economic 

life”) (1). Janice Kulyk Keefer expresses a similar stance in her landmark study, Under 

Eastern Eyes: A Critical Reading of Maritime Fiction, when she notes that “the general 

notion of ‘nature’ indigenous to Maritime fiction” stems, in part, from “the complex 

emotional and economic ties of people to the land they farm or dig coal from, and the 

seas they fish” (65). And indeed, the ways in which Atlantic Canadian writers have 

responded – and continue to respond – to “the various features of their natural world” 

(65) powerfully articulates the influence the landscape and seascape have on their sense 

of self in relationship to place.  

Although Keefer does not focus on children and youth in her study, the intrinsic 

link she makes between the individual and the land/seascape environment unique to 

Atlantic Canada can include the young protagonists found in the stories that are inspired 

by Atlantic Canada’s bioregions. Wayne Bartlett’s Louder than the Sea (2001), for 

example, tackles fourteen-year-old Martin’s struggles with his family’s forced 

resettlement from their tiny outport home on Sacred Island to a larger Newfoundland 

village, as well as the politics behind the annual and necessary seal hunt. The 2000 Giller 

Prize co-winner Mercy Among the Children by David Adams Richards focuses on the 
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powerful theme of “humanity confronting inhumanity” through Lyle, a young boy who 

feels betrayed by his father’s passive response to the exploitation and torment their 

family experiences by individuals of their rural community (Penguin Random House). 

Richards’ book, however, additionally contends with the spilled barrels of herbicide and 

pesticide that ultimately result in deaths, deformities, pollution, and poisoning that no 

government compensation package can cure for the community’s three generations of 

affected families. 

 While these more recent novels – along with Christy Ann Conlin’s Heave (2002), 

Donna Morrissey’s Kit’s Law (1999), Ann-Marie MacDonald’s Fall on Your Knees 

(1996), and more iconic ones such as L.M. Montgomery’s Anne of Green Gables (1908) 

and the Emily of New Moon series (1923-1927) – are only a small sampling that 

demonstrates the presence of the child figure in Atlantic Canadian writing, the child-

nature relationship comes to be represented in a different way, culturally and 

economically, than in the other bioregions discussed in my dissertation. In particular, my 

decision to focus on the child figures in Alistair MacLeod’s short story “The Boat” 

(1968) and Ernest Buckler’s The Mountain and the Valley (1952) brings forward a 

specific, Atlantic-centred, thread: a youthful environmental experience that not only 

hauntingly asserts its presence long after the coming-of-age process is complete, but that 

is also affected by the melancholic nostalgia that anchors itself in the complexities of a 

desire to depart, a yearning to return, and a longing to keep things as they are.13 

                                                        
13 Atlantic Canada, as a large geographical area, includes all Maritime Provinces. However, in my 
focus on the bioregions found in “The Boat” (the coastal/maritime area of Cape Breton Island) 
and The Mountain and the Valley (the rural/farmland of the Annapolis Valley), that is not to say 
that Nova Scotia comes to represent the other provinces and bioregions found in this grouping 
and of which could not be given their own discussion in this chapter.  
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Additionally, Maritime fiction’s perception of the natural world “as a challenge rather 

than a menace” (Keefer 62) and as “not demonized, but [realistically] unrelenting, 

dangerous, and devouring” (Creelman 130) is a specifically regional characteristic that 

ultimately influences the child figure’s relationship to the environment and his growing 

knowledge of it. 

The bioregional theme of this chapter, nostalgic sustainability, takes all of the 

above into account, but in a slightly different way than scholar Jeremy Davies does, 

whose term “sustainable nostalgia” inspires my discussion of MacLeod’s and Buckler’s 

texts. On the outset, Davies’ concept merges sustainability (which he describes as “the 

search for a form of collective continuity at the level of popular culture and behaviour” 

(264)) and nostalgia, which he defines according to its etymology, together: “Nostos, 

homecoming, describes the unlimited recuperation or layering of the present that will 

enable us to experience it as definitively our home; algos, suffering, describes the critical 

work and the material renunciation that are needed for that sustainable habitation to 

begin” (264). With these two definitions in mind, Davies concludes that “The dream of 

sustainability is a nostalgia for the future [where its] fundamental desire is precisely that 

which the nostalgic yearns for: a stable home, free from the losses of time” (264). He 

goes on to express that “conceptualizing the pursuit of sustainability as a kind of 

memory-work” responds to “the threat of environmental apocalypse by offering us the 

infinite postponement of loss,” while reinforcing “a form of collective continuity” and a 

“sustainable way of life  […] that is self-reinforcing, one that is able to reproduce its 

essential features indefinitely” (263): “sustainability offers us a nostalgia for the future” 

(265).  
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While I find certain aspects of Davies’ definition – such as the sense of continuity 

and the postponement of loss as it relates to the concept of sustaining, the idea of 

nostalgia as it is rooted in “home,” and the “suffering” that can be equated to a 

melancholic attitude – applicable to my discussion of the nameless narrator in “The Boat” 

and David Canaan in The Mountain and the Valley, I have chosen to reverse his key 

terms for two main reasons. Firstly, Davies’ “sustainable nostalgia” both in definition and 

word order appears to imply that it is the nostalgia itself that is in need of sustaining, 

rather than the bioregion and, as an extension of that, the childhood place of nature – a 

significant space and place where the formative moments of growing up occur and of 

which are either physically or psychologically returned to in adulthood for reflection, 

inspiring action, and so on. Secondly, in the undertaking of sustaining the environment 

through nostalgia, nostalgic sustainability not only becomes a more active process to 

navigating the evolving relationship between self and place through the coming-of-age 

process in nature – it additionally highlights each protagonist’s conscious struggle to 

maintain what David Creelman in Setting in the East: Maritime Realist Fiction calls a 

“fragile equilibrium,” which consists of an apprehensive “balance between hesitation 

about the future and its memory of the past” (15).  

 

“[W]ith the brass chains on his wrists and the seaweed in his hair”: Alistair 

MacLeod’s “The Boat”  

Known for his careful method of crafting the perfect sentence before moving on 

to the next, Alistair MacLeod has left behind a legacy that an author with ten times the 

output would envy (Medley). With two short story collections (The Lost Salt Gift of 
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Blood (1976) and As Birds Bring Forth the Sun and Other Stories (1986)) and an IMPAC 

winning novel (No Great Mischief (1999)), MacLeod may have been a “slow writer” 

(Creelman 126) but his works are nonetheless influential in their exploration of the 

following questions Irene Guilford asks in her introduction to Alistair MacLeod: Essays 

on His Works: “How do we become who we are? How do we live in the present and 

move forward into the future without losing intimacy with our country of origin and our 

past, our emotional island? How do we keep the faith and maintain loyalty? These 

questions are MacLeod territory” (9).  

While nearly all of MacLeod’s stories are focalized through or related by an adult 

male speaker, the presence of a child figure – usually through the adult as he remembers 

the boyish moments of his youth – plays a prominent role in transforming the 

surrounding environment into one that belongs to the child’s environmental experience 

and the influence that special childhood place of nature exerts on shaping one’s thoughts, 

perceptions, and actions both during and beyond the coming-of-age process. According 

to Creelman, a number of separate forces act upon MacLeod’s boys and men – economic 

hardship, chronic poverty, cultural narrow-mindedness, and a compromised value system 

(127) – but it is the combination of the psychological (“the inner lives of his emotionally 

and spiritually anxious protagonists”) with the natural world that accentuates what kind 

of impact environmental forces have on the individual (129). With a “deep yearning for 

forsaken landscapes, as fresh and complex as the present moment” (Urquhart 36), 

MacLeod’s male narrators are drawn back to the land and sea of their youth in an 

emotionally resonate way that both sustains and imprisons. 
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In particular, MacLeod’s short story “The Boat” (1968) captures the reflective 

state between self and environment that hinges on the child’s experience with and in 

nature. Described by fellow Canadian writer Frances Itani as “possibly the most moving 

and powerful [short story] in Canadian literature” for its “internal rhythm” and “events 

[that] unfold as unpredictably as life itself” (14), “The Boat” opens in the present day 

with a nameless adult narrator startled awake by the terrible fear that he has overslept. 

Half out of bed and scrambling for socks, he comes to realize that no one has called or is 

waiting for him at the base of the stairs, that there is no boat lingering by the pier, and 

that this “day will go by as have all the days of the past ten years, for the call and the 

voices and the shapes and the boat were not really there in the early morning’s darkness” 

(MacLeod 2). However, these haunting shadows and echoes of long ago do more than 

hint at what Colin Nicholson calls the narrator’s “economically determined childhood” 

(31) in his article, “The Tuning of Memory: Alistair MacLeod’s Short Fiction” – they 

also foreground the association the narrator makes between his family, the boat, and the 

seascape that forms a chain of tradition embedded in the “regional contours of his native 

Nova Scotia” (31).  

With a “conscious connection to the past” (Keefer 13), the narrator’s transition 

from the frenzied first moments of waking to a more reflective state foregrounds how the 

environmental experiences of childhood may occupy both a physical space and an 

imaginative place of initiation in an enduring way: 

I first became conscious of the boat in the same way and at almost the same time 

that I became aware of the people it supported. My earliest recollection of my 

father is a view from the floor of gigantic rubber boots and then of being suddenly 
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elevated and having my face pressed against the stubble of his cheek, and of how 

it tasted of salt and of how he smelled of salt from his red-soled rubber boots to 

the shaggy whiteness of his hair. (MacLeod 2) 

Unlike the other child figures of the texts included in this project, MacLeod’s narrator’s 

initial experience with his bioregion takes place within the domestic sphere of the home – 

a place that, in one sense, seems counterintuitive to an expected physical first encounter 

with one’s surrounding environment. Nonetheless, the narrator’s awareness of the smell 

and taste of salt from the sea provides him with a “sensuous […] aromatic and tactile” 

(Nicholson 33) way of linking himself to the environment through his father, who brings 

the outside world inside to him. According to Michael Vincent McGinnis and his take on 

bioregionalism, a bioregional initiation requires an “opening up [of the] human senses 

and sensibilities to the surrounding landscape; and it requires the hard work of 

articulating one’s connection with others” (8). As such, this formative moment – the 

earliest the narrator recalls – establishes the link between himself, his father, the boat, and 

the sea in a way that will ultimately come to reveal the changes he will undergo and 

eventually come to see reflected back as his sense of self and place gradually matures. 

 When the narrator does get to ride in the boat for the very first time with his 

father, his awareness of the smell of salt marks a distinct continuity between the domestic 

space of before and the immediacy of his watery surroundings: 

The floor of the boat was permeated with the same odour and in its consistency I 

was not aware of change. In the harbour we made our little circle and returned. He 

tied the boat by its painter, fastened the stern to its permanent anchor and lifted 

me high over his head to the solidity of the wharf. Then he climbed up the little 
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iron ladder that led to the wharf’s cap, placed me once more upon his shoulders 

and galumphed off again. (MacLeod 3) 

The fluidity of the sea scent as the narrator moves from one memory to the next, from 

inside the home to the outside world of the boat and his father, resonates with Peter Berg 

and Raymond Dasmann’s idea of the bioregion as both “a geographical terrain and a 

terrain of consciousness” (36) – an intrinsic connection that fittingly brings together the 

ideas of nostalgia and sustainability in the narrator’s later relationship with nature. The 

narrator’s growing awareness of his surrounding environment in this father-son moment 

is, interestingly, void of any verbal conversation and contrasts greatly with the scene after 

the one quoted above when they both return home to the eager questions of “‘How did 

you like the boat?’ ‘Were you afraid in the boat?’ ‘Did you cry in the boat?’” (MacLeod 

3). The clash between the wordless comfort found in the father-son experience of nature 

and the boisterousness of the domestic sphere plays with the tensions of expectation as 

the event, in and of itself, is significant for two reasons apart from being the narrator’s 

first experience of the sea: it marks, in his parents’ eyes, an induction to the life of a 

fisherman, and it shows great promise of the narrator continuing the lineage he inherits 

from his mother, a woman who “was of the sea, as were all of her people” (5-6). The 

name of the boat, stenciled in black letters on its bow as Jenny Lynn (his mother’s maiden 

name), further echoes the long “chain of tradition” (4) and foreshadows the conflict the 

narrator will encounter later on near the end of his coming-of-age process.  

In a comparable way to how his first boat ride is paired with the eager questions 

that greet him at home, the narrator’s next encounter with his environment not only 

marks a small but significant change in his growing perception of the seascape – it also 
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demonstrates an awareness of where he currently stands between two very different 

worlds: 

On one August day my sisters prevailed upon my father to take some of their 

restaurant customers for an afternoon ride in the boat. The tourists with their 

expensive clothes and cameras and sun glasses awkwardly backed down the iron 

ladder at the wharf’s side to where my father waited below, holding the rocking 

Jenny Lynn in snug against the wharf with one hand on the iron ladder and 

steadying his descending passengers with the other. They tried to look both prim 

and wind-blown like the girls in the Pepsi-Cola ads and did the best they could, 

sitting on the thwarts where the newspapers were spread to cover the splattered 

blood and fish entrails, crowding to one side so that they were in danger of 

capsizing the boat, taking the inevitable pictures or merely trailing their fingers 

through the water of their dreams. (MacLeod 12) 

Notably, the salty scent of the sea perceived earlier by the narrator is absent and is 

transformed instead into its physical entity as it relates to the tourists – “the water of their 

dreams” (12; emphasis added) – which upturns his environment into a sort of fantasy 

place fit for the staged perfection of the Pepsi-Cola advertisements he relates them to. It 

is, of course, anything but as the tourists attempt to look dignified amongst the less than 

pleasant aspects of the boat’s true occupation; however, it does accentuate the narrator’s 

own “dawning consciousness” (Nicholson 33) of two different worlds that exist side by 

side. The tourists, with their flashy accessories and seeming ignorance of how the 

narrator’s family inhabits the region for both economic and emotional sustenance, singles 

them out as otherworldly – they are not “our people” (MacLeod 10) as the narrator’s 
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mother expresses at an earlier point in the story when his sisters begin working as 

summer waitresses for an American-run sea food restaurant. 

But for the narrator, seeing these two worlds side by side actually works in the 

reverse – it allows him to concentrate even greater attention to the symbolic details of the 

boat and the man who drives it, all of which make up his surrounding environment. After 

bringing the tourists back from their ride around the harbour, the narrator’s father is 

invited to join them at their rented cabins “located high on a hill overlooking the village 

to which they were so alien” (MacLeod 13). The father’s entry into “foreign” territory 

physically excludes the narrator; yet, just as the odour of salt was enabled by his father to 

permeate the domestic sphere, so too, do his songs, which reach out to the narrator in an 

affecting way: 

I was just approaching the wharf to deliver my mother’s summons when he 

began, and the familiar yet unfamiliar voice that rolled down from the cabins 

made me feel as I had never felt before in my young life, or perhaps as I had 

always felt without really knowing it, and I was ashamed yet proud, young yet old 

and saved yet forever lost, and there was nothing I could do to control my legs 

which trembled nor my eyes which wept, for what they could not tell. (13) 

Again, a contrast is set up between the tourists and the narrator where the former is only 

interested in taking the father’s song away as a souvenir through the tape recorders they 

place before him. The latter’s complex reaction – a push-pull effect that extends to the 

Maritime struggles of tradition versus modernity, rural versus urban, past versus present, 

and a desire to leave and a yearning to return – draws him closer to how one may link 

body, mind, and nature within a formative moment in the child’s developing 
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environmental experience. Just as how the father is a seamless embodiment of the 

seascape for the narrator, so too, is the father a link to the narrator’s heritage through the 

sea songs that celebrate the waters that have given his family its generational occupation 

and of which carries the ancestral Gaelic language: “when his voice ceased, the savage 

melancholy of three hundred years seemed to hang over the peaceful harbour and the 

quiet boats” (14). As Nicholson states, “the melancholy survives in the son’s narration” 

(35).  

In her 1994 interview with MacLeod, university professor and poet Laurie Kruk 

makes the observation that MacLeod’s “stories return our attention to the physical life, to 

the life of the body. And this life of the body is as longed for as the landscapes, and the 

cultural communities, the protagonists leave behind” (164-165). While MacLeod’s 

response – “It’s a passing way of life. I’m not sure if he really regrets it, he’s just 

thoughtful about it” (165) – is in reference to the protagonist of the short story, “The 

Closing Down of Summer,” it is just as poignant for the narrator of “The Boat” and his 

reflections on the environmental experience of his childhood. The observations the 

narrator has made thus far are firmly entrenched in seeing everything as an intertwined 

entity – his father, the boat, and the seascape are, in one sense, a single unit representative 

of the narrator’s first experiences of the smell of salt, the first ride in the boat, and his 

first link to a world beyond their Maritime region.  

Yet in falling in line with the narrator’s pattern of growth, experiencing and 

seeing change both within himself and his surroundings is inevitable. After the tourists 

leave, they send the narrator’s father a picture that had been taken on the day of his 

singing with an affectionate “To Our Ernest Hemingway” inscribed on the back. While 
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the accompanying letter details how much the tourists enjoyed themselves and the 

popularity of the tape, it is the narrator’s detailed remembrance of the photograph’s 

subject that reveals, for the first time, an incongruous view of father and nature: while his 

father “did look like one of those unshaven, taken-in-Cuba pictures of Hemingway” 

(MacLeod 14), his fisherman’s clothes seemed too bulky for the white chair on which he 

sits; the rubber boots leave little room in the well-clipped grass square; the beach 

umbrella jars with his sunburned face; his lips are chapped from the wind and burned by 

the summer glare; and the bracelets of brass chain worn to protect his wrists seem 

abnormally large (14-15). In particular, the sea – instead of echoing the odour of salt 

from the father and its unchanged constancy during the first boat ride – is also not as 

harmonious: “The sea was behind him and its immense blue flatness stretched out to 

touch the arching blueness of the sky. It seemed very far away from him or else he was so 

much in the foreground that he seemed too big for it” (15). The narrator’s shift in the 

perception of his place in and space of his surrounding environment reflects 

bioregionalism itself in that it is a constantly evolving perspective attuned to the ebb and 

flow of a life-place.14 It is also dependent on the evolution of growth and a reflective 

stance within its stages, all of which the narrator reveals when he admits that “[he] saw 

then, that summer, many things that [he] had seen all [his] life as if for the first time” 

(20): 

My father did not tan – he never tanned – because of his reddish complexion, and 

the salt water irritated his skin as it had for sixty years. He burned and reburned 

over and over again and his lips still cracked so that they bled when he smiled, 
                                                        
14 Robert L. Thayer Jr. describes a bioregion as a “life-place” – “a unique region […] for a 
sustainable, regenerative community to take root and to take place” (3; emphasis in original). 
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and his arms, especially the left, still broke out into the oozing salt-water boils 

[…] The chafe-preventing bracelets of brass linked chain that all the men wore 

about their wrists in early spring were his the full season and he shaved but 

painfully and only once a week. (20) 

According to Jim Dodge in his article, “Living by Life: Some Bioregional Theory and 

Practice,” “the health of natural systems is directly connected to our own 

physical/psychic health as individuals and as a species” (5). While the connection here is 

not necessarily a pollution-based one, it is nonetheless an association that strongly 

reinforces the narrator’s conscious connection of father with/and/as nature as the narrator 

continues to mature. Between the Hemingwayesque photograph and the above 

observation, his father’s bodily signs of retaliation show that he might have “never been 

intended for a fisherman either physically or mentally” (MacLeod 21). However, his 

choice to stay and to “know the sea in hatred or in love” (22) shows a devotion to the 

bioregion that the narrator himself must come to terms with in his own decision of either 

fulfilling his mother’s expectations of the fisherman life upheld for generations or to 

pursue his father’s dream of a university education. 

The narrator at this point chooses to stay with his father and the boat after 

discovering the latter’s sacrifice – “I thought it was very much braver to spend a life 

doing what you really do not want rather than selfishly following forever your own 

dreams and inclinations” (MacLeod 21). However, perceptive to the narrator’s internal 

conflict and the knowledge that he will keep the promise to “remain with him as long as 

he lived and [to] fish the sea together” (21-22), the father falls out of the boat during their 
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final run of the season. Deemed a sacrificial act by Creelman, Nicholson, and Keefer,15 

the father’s last act releases the narrator from the lifelong work the former “experienced 

as relentless and unsatisfying” (Nicholson 34). But moreover, it gives a very literal sense 

to the idea of a return to “the natural world with its earthbound pattern of seasonal change 

and renewal, [and] its ambivalent elemental forces of wind and water [that] appears to 

exist in a complementary relation to the human world” (Keefer 70): 

But neither is it easy to know that your father was found on November twenty-

eighth, ten miles to the north and wedged between two boulders at the base of the 

rock-strewn cliffs where he had been hurled and slammed so many many times. 

His hands were shredded ribbons, as were his feet which had lost their boots to 

the suction of the sea, and his shoulders came apart in our hands when we tried to 

move him from the rocks. And the fish had eaten his testicles and the gulls had 

pecked out his eyes and the white-green stubble of his whiskers had continued to 

grow in death, like the grass on graves, upon the purple, bloated mass that was his 

face. There was not much left of my father, physically, as he lay there with the 

brass chains on his wrists and the seaweed in his hair. (MacLeod 25) 

As a physical manifestation of the metaphorical link made between his father and the 

environment, this final, metamorphic image brings the narrator to the end of his growth to 

                                                        
15 In the words of Creelman, “readers are sometimes uncertain about the father’s motivations at 
the moment of his death […] Suicide is the most likely option. Earlier in the story, the narrator 
carefully recounts how he vowed that he would fish with his father ‘as long as he lived,’ and his 
father only smiled and cryptically replied, ‘I hope you remember what you’ve said’ (1; 22). The 
passage is carefully planted by MacLeod […] Indeed, it would be difficult to explain the 
narrator’s torturous nightmares unless we conclude that he, at least, is convinced that his father’s 
death was not accidental” (133). Keefer also voices that “the father commits suicide: never 
having learned to swim, he lets himself fall off the boat his son pilots in a choppy winter sea” 
(70); Nicholson believes that it is a “very real possibility that his father’s death by drowning was 
a willful act” (34).  
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maturity in a heavyhearted yet contemplative way. Echoing the three father-nature scenes 

of before – the smell of salt and the calmness of the first boat ride, the sea songs and 

Hemingwayesque photograph, and the bodily signs of retaliation – the narrator’s last 

memory of his father melds together a “desire for permanence” (Davies 264) enriched by 

a childhood environmental experience that boasts of an “exposure to an allegedly purer, if 

not always a kinder and gentler, nature” (Dobrin and Kidd 1). Although the narrator does 

physically leave his bioregion to eventually become a lecturer at a Midwestern university, 

he nonetheless psychologically remains in his childhood place of nature and is 

nostalgically mindful of what he has left behind: “the grounds my father fished were 

those his father fished before him and there were others before and before and before […] 

the grounds are sacred and they think they wait for me” (MacLeod 24).  

 

“My land fits me loose and easy, like my old clothes”: Ernest Buckler’s The 

Mountain and the Valley 

In a conversation with Claude Bissell, Ernest Buckler states, “In the Nova Scotia 

country, […] you get the universals more than you do almost anywhere else” (8) – and 

indeed, Buckler’s evocation of his Annapolis Valley is both idyllic and elegiac. 

According to Barbara Pell in her study A Portrait of the Artist: Ernest Buckler’s The 

Mountain and the Valley, Buckler understood the advantages of his regional setting as 

one way to strongly convey both philosophical (alienation, loss, and death) and 

psychological (artistic maturation and isolation) concerns (14). Moreover, in focusing on 

the growth to maturity of his protagonist, David Canaan, within the Annapolis Valley 

environment, Buckler creates an important space for the child’s environmental 
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experience and the exploration of a developing sense of self as it relates to an evolving 

sense of place.  

The Mountain and the Valley’s (1952) major motif is the growth from innocence 

to experience of a young artist from the ages of eleven to thirty. While critics have 

approached Buckler’s portrayal of David in a number of ways ranging from a victim of 

garrison mentality (Northrop Frye) and crippled by Canadian cultural repression 

(Margaret Atwood) to a language-based analysis of the child’s perception (Laurie Ricou) 

and the sacrifices made by a failed artist within the genre of the künstlerroman (D.J. 

Dooley), a turn to the environment is a (slightly) newer approach. In his article, “The 

Way It Was: Ernest Buckler” (1975), D.O. Spettigue argues that the recurrent phrase, 

“the way it was,” in Buckler’s fiction is relatable to three fundamental attitudes to the 

Canadian environment: “as threat (the wolf-in-the-snow or exiles-from the-garden or 

drowned-poet or buried-life theme), as haven (the Canaan or New-World or Promised-

Land theme) and as potential (the Adam-about-to-awake or child-of-nations-giant-limbed 

theme)” (146). In a comparably earth-centred way, Travis Mason’s 2012 article 

“Partridges and Others at the Edge: An Ecocritical Reading of The Mountain and the 

Valley” focuses on three of the spaces that are central to Buckler’s narrative – the roads, 

the valley, and the mountains – to argue how they provide a tension concomitant to the 

linguistic tension of the narrative.  

While scholars like Spettigue and Mason demonstrate that The Mountain and the 

Valley’s concern with the environment is a topic constantly experiencing shifts in 

ideology, it is evident that David’s role in Buckler’s narrative exists within what Robert 

D. Chambers so aptly describes as a “symbolic union between man and nature” (2) – an 
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alliance, I would argue, initiated through a childhood environmental experience based in 

nostalgic sustainability. As mentioned earlier, nostalgic sustainability feeds into a desire 

for permanence – for the preservation of our wild places of childhood beyond the 

coming-of-age process on both literal and metaphorical levels. David, as we will find, 

needs to stay physically within his surrounding environment in order to sustain his inner 

desire to remain close to his childhood self and the rural Eden he has created in 

Entremont. But as Pell points out, David falls to irony in the fact that he “cannot 

physically preserve this rural ideal, nor psychologically integrate with it, nor (because he 

has sacrificed artistic maturity for nostalgia) aesthetically commemorate it” (29) by the 

end of his coming-of-age process. 

Chambers also suggests that David’s ability “to invest the future with a dream-

like perfection, to impose upon poor mundane reality a splendour it simply cannot 

sustain” (68), is what sets him apart from the other male figures in his life, particularly, 

his father, Joseph, and older brother, Chris. Although this difference has a detrimentally 

isolating impact on David later on, it is – at the moment of his eleven-year-old self – a 

marker of innocence in the interplay between a growing sense of self and the “opening up 

[of] the human senses and sensibilities to the surrounding landscape” that begins a 

bioregional initiation (McGinnis 8).  

In a comparable manner to MacLeod’s narrator, David’s first formative moment 

in nature begins within the domestic sphere of the family home as he awakes to the April 

air “pluck[ing] at the curtains like breath behind a veil” and a consciousness of the 

“breathing ground outside” that “ma[kes] a really physical tickling in [his] heart” 

(Buckler 13). David’s romantic inclinations of reality also come through in this moment 
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inside the home; and with extreme excitement and anticipation of his father’s promised 

fishing trip and hike up the mountain, David transfers that perception onto his childhood 

place of nature by anticipating it to be a “deep, safe, unfathomable, magically-sleeping 

woods” (13) – both a place and space of comfort and a catalyst for self-discovery and 

self-revelation that is secret-like and only for him.  

As David transitions from inside the home to the bridge and brook that brings him 

closer to the mountain, what is important to note is that this trip is David’s first and the 

climb to the top of the mountain is, according to critic David Stouck, “something like an 

initiation rite into manhood; it bespeaks a camaraderie he has never experienced with 

men before, a shared experience that will transcend words” (132). It also provides David 

with his first moment alone to experience the nature he envisioned previously: 

He fished by himself, a little upstream; so he could hear the others, but not see 

them. He looked at the bubble-coins on the surface of the water and let his mind 

not-think. He seemed to be floating along with the brook. He felt the sun through 

his jacket, and waited for the tug on his line that would be firmer than the tug of 

the current. Whenever he looked at the mountain and made the sun-shiver in his 

mind into a conscious thought, he knew this was the best time he’d ever had. 

(Buckler 22-23) 

With the sun-shiver transformed by his mind into a conscious thought, David’s solitary 

moment becomes one that transcends words, as well, thus linking the outing with his 

father and brother (the symbolic representations of manhood) with an “absolute 

awareness” (Chambers 69) that arises through a child’s formative moment in nature. As 

Pell states, “the charm of the pastoral setting is carefully and lovingly detailed in the 
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harmonies of nature, family, and community” (36) – all of which mark David’s childhood 

as immediately idyllic and positively reinforced in his emerging relationship with nature. 

Although he initially disagrees with Joseph and Chris’ decision to rest for dinner before 

making the climb up the mountain, David’s consoling inner thought of “I can be near the 

mountain and save it at the same time” (Buckler 22) just preceding his fishing moment 

accentuates that he is actively using a sense of nostalgia to sustain the environment 

around him for a future time: “He almost wished there was some way he could save it. 

The second time was never as good” (22).  

Laurie Ricou, in his chapter “Delight Without Judgement: The Language of 

Visionary Enthusiasm in Ernest Buckler’s The Mountain and the Valley,” articulates that 

“David is happiest when thought is suspended, when thoughts themselves combine and 

interrelate until everything is fused in a visionary trance” (67) – and “with his secret extra 

senses” (Buckler 22) working, David’s desire to hold onto the vision of the mountain 

with the solitariness of his moment fishing lends him a privileged attachment to nature 

through what Ricou calls the “child’s sensibility” (60). While his first attempt up the 

mountain is cut short with the deaths of Spurge Gorman and Pete Delahunt (thereby 

rendering the initiation into manhood incomplete), David’s colourful imagination allows 

him to push reality aside temporarily in order to uphold his “pastoral idyll” (Pell 37): 

David slept and he dreamed that they were all walking back the road that led to 

the top of the mountain. All the trees along the road were Christmas trees. They 

were shining with presents, but as he reached for something (for himself or for 

Anna) the thing would disappear, and Herb Hennessey would be there, cutting 

down the tree. 
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 A train whistle carried through the soft air all the way from town. As the 

tree fell the sound of the train whistle crept into the dream, into the sound of the 

falling tree. (Buckler 60) 

David’s dream demonstrates the interconnectedness of the things that make up his living 

and imaginative worlds – of the people in his life, those in his community, and of the 

landscape that unites and shapes them all. According to Pell, the dream links David’s life 

with the reality of death well before he experiences it himself upon the mountaintop and 

foreshadows the alienation he will eventually feel from his male community and female 

relationships (36-37). The fragility of “David’s dream of beauty” (Chambers 73) is also 

symbolized by the cutting and falling of the tree – a destructive act that is foremost 

associated with the foreshadowing of Joseph’s death later in the novel, but may 

additionally link to the dangerous side of David’s “desire for permanence […] free from 

the losses of time” (Davies 264). Unlike Alistair MacLeod’s narrator and the other child 

figures that will be discussed in the upcoming chapters of this dissertation, David’s 

environmental experience rests within a yearning that is well beyond his eleven years of 

life and, in some sense, this hinders his ability to develop ways of “synthesiz[ing] myth 

and reality, present and future, [and] community and solitude” (Pell 36) in his 

“imaginative ecstasy of reaching the mountain camp” (37). 

As a sensitive and romantic figure, David continues to seek out his childhood 

place of nature for comfort and solace when he reaches the ages of thirteen and fourteen – 

a “childhood Eden” (Pell 41) which still possesses the “shut-in magic” (Buckler 81) of 

his pastoral world. However, as scholar R.E. Watters notes in his essay “The Mountain 
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and the Valley,” there is a new tension that arises between David’s inevitable growth and 

his steadfast need to hold onto his boyhood self: 

As he grows older, David is increasingly obsessed with the desire and need to 

experience life in its sharp intensity and to capture in some manageable form – for 

example, in words – the exact sensation, the precise shade of feeling or pitch of 

emotion. (44) 

The “difference” that marks David at the beginning of the novel is heightened even more 

as he continues to mature and internally struggles with the realization that he must “keep 

trimming and adapting the way he really fe[els]” (Buckler 97) in order to fit in with the 

older country boys’ teasing and bantering ways as they undergo their own progress into 

adolescence. But in regards to the private space of his childhood place of nature, David’s 

sensibility towards his environment remains unaltered as seen when he accompanies his 

brother, sister, and their friend, Charlotte, to the old family cemetery: 

They drove along and David felt the old magic. Of the road still there, but no one 

now to walk it. Of June finding it even in the silence with the green-breathing 

leaves full as fruit, and nearer the ground, where the shadows hung, the mothlike 

velvet on the uncurling canes of fern and on the low bushes. He could hear the 

echo of the voices and the movements which had once made this old place young 

– hear them with no matching cord of sadness but with simple fascination, 

because he was so generously young and echoless himself. (82) 

Much like MacLeod’s narrator of “The Boat,” Who Has Seen the Wind’s Brian 

O’Connal, and Wildlives’ Jérémie (as I will show in subsequent chapters of this 

dissertation), David’s expression of his closeness with nature falls within Peter Berg and 
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Raymond Dasmann’s definition of bioregion as both a “geographical terrain and a terrain 

of consciousness” (36). There is a difference, however, between David and these 

particular child figures. With David marked as “so generously young and echoless” 

(Buckler 82) at this moment in the novel, there is an assertiveness to how he might still 

continue to grow and be shaped by his environmental experience as he reaches sixteen 

and on. Yet, as we will see, the beginning of David’s downward spiral into isolation 

comes from holding on tight to the “old magic” (82) without being open to how his own 

evolution may change and be reflected within that childhood place of nature, whether it 

be the physical landscape of the mountain and the valley or of the eternal idyll he 

consistently envisions. As Ricou acknowledges, David continually retreats and encloses 

himself within these scattered spots of time instead of learning from them (71) – 

something of which ultimately sets him apart from the aforementioned child figures and 

turns the coming-of-age process in nature into one that is not necessarily a wholly 

positive one.  

 As guilt, loss, and death increasingly ebb away at the family unit and rural 

landscape he so lovingly invests his childhood in,16 David retreats even further “into the 

solitude of his mind [and the] isolation of his mountain romance” (Pell 48). Now 

considered a young man at eighteen, David has physically reached maturation and must 

join the world of adults. However, as Warren Tallman expresses in his article “Wolf in 

the Snow,” David’s psychic life remains childish and childlike in his struggle to obtain 

the life of an artist (13). The “destructive rhythm” (Chambers 77) that David falls into 

                                                        
16 “The ideal family is already fragmented: Anna is in Halifax; Chris is, for the day, working 
elsewhere; and David, at eighteen, is chafing resentfully at the limitations of the rural, childhood 
world he has adored” (Pell 49). 
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from this point onwards – the “every act of assertion, however motivated, ironically 

leading to failure, guilt, and isolation” (77) – I would argue, also springs from David’s 

need to sustain the nature of his childhood experience and the “mesmerizing sensory 

apprehension of nature” (Ricou 67) that is now fading. The contrast Buckler makes 

between David and his father, Joseph, is one such example that traces the stark change 

that overshadows the former: 

He was a quiet man. But that didn’t mean that the things of the day passed though 

him unaffecting […] His feelings weren’t word-shaped, like David’s. There was 

no page in his mind or heart where their tracery was legible to himself. But they 

made a tune in him just the same. […]  

 This is my own land. This is a child of my own flesh helping me clear it. 

This is the smart one. […] But he’s not ashamed of me. He’s not smart just for 

himself, he’s smart for all of us. He’s not above us. It doesn’t take him away. 

(Buckler 150) 

From Joseph’s perspective, his relationship to the surrounding environment relies on him 

working closely “in natural harmony with the rhythms of the land” (Pell 49) and he 

envisions his family within the “cyclical renewal of country life” (49), which promotes a 

sensitivity to place and the bioregional tenet of “an acute awareness of one’s place in a 

community” (McGinnis 8). David, on the other hand, expresses himself in relationship to 

the land with a bitterness that lacks any form of the sentiment noted before: 

Anyone to spend their youth in this God-forsaken hole instead of the city … the 

same damn talk … the same damn faces, every day and every day … the same 

damn coop of trees to look at … walking over and over your own tracks, like a 
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damned ox. In the city there’d be movement, and something to feed your mind all 

the time. (Buckler 156) 

In comparison to Joseph’s calm and harmonic thoughts, David’s “sporadic, jerky rhythms 

marked by ellipses” (Pell 49) betrays his emotional frustrations and his lack of insight to 

discovering the potential his environmental experience can provide in bonding him to the 

land that continues to record and reflect his growth, as well as to the father who is ready 

and willing to guide him in properly and patiently working the field that has been in their 

family for generations. The discontinuity expressed here between Joseph and David, 

however, foreshadows that there will be no future continuity of the generational kind (as 

both die), nor will there be a similar father-son-nature bond as seen with MacLeod’s 

narrator and his seafaring father.  

 The urban-rural polarity also comes to a head in David’s dismay “over the 

passage of time, his distance from former dreams of success, and his alienation from 

present reality” (Pell 50). The resentment expressed in the thoughts above ironically play 

with his father’s internal sentiments; but while they work the land together and attempt to 

move the big rock (a symbol of Joseph’s desire for familial continuity and passion for the 

land),17 their rising dissonance comes out in a heated way – David uses language to throw 

the first hit; his father, who quickly regrets his actions afterward, responds with a 

physical one.  

As David flees in anger and finds himself hitching a ride with a city couple who 

ask him for directions on their way to Halifax, we see him fluctuate once again as he 

                                                        
17 “My land fits me loose and easy, like my old clothes. That rock there is one my father rolled 
out, and my son’s sons will look at these rocks I am rolling out today. Someone of my own name 
will always live in my house” (Buckler 151). 
 



55 

 

moves from the resentment of before into a regret and guilt only realized while he tries to 

impress the husband and wife with the education and language that has always set him 

apart from the “ordinary people” (Buckler 163) that make up his family. “[Talking] with 

them as they [the husband and wife] talked” (163), David receives a taste of what he 

expressed earlier – the promises of the city with an office job (offered by the husband) 

and conversation that had “the knack of a fluid dance that came to him without practice” 

(163) in its “civilized and articulate discourse” (Chambers 78). However, as Pell argues, 

David “is torn with guilt over his betrayal of his humble rural family” (51) and – I would 

add – in leaving his childhood place of nature behind while his initiation, which can only 

happen if he fulfills the mountain climb, remains incomplete: 

He watched them out of sight. He looked toward home. He felt as if he were in a 

no man’s land. He felt as if time has turned into space, and was crushing against 

him. He felt as if he must leap somewhere out of the now, but everywhere it was 

now. […] 

 He looked both ways up and down the road. Then he turned and began to 

walk toward home. […] 

 He came to the bridge. He could see the house again. The ash of the 

quarrel, of blows given and felt, was tamped down physically into his flesh. The 

soreness was drawn out wire-thin, pendant at the corners of his lips. Suddenly he 

put his head into the only place left to hide: the crook of his elbow along the rail 

of the bridge. He began to sob. He sobbed because he could neither leave nor stay. 

He sobbed because he was neither one thing nor the other. (Buckler 164-165)  
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David’s abrupt exit from the car that promises freedom in the city leaves him to 

contemplate the freedom he might achieve, and momentarily ignored, within his 

surrounding environment that nurtured his childhood self. According to Alan R. Young in 

his study on Ernest Buckler and his works, David “suffers the intense frustration of the 

educated man who looks at the world he loves and, without being able to do anything to 

help,” feels a “mixed response to his environment” (33). Like MacLeod’s narrator, the 

urban-rural binary fuels this mixed response towards the childhood place of nature. 

Additionally, standing on the bridge symbolically puts David between “city and country, 

future and past, maturation and childhood” (Pell 51) and marks his cycle back towards 

attaining the essence of childhood he continually seeks to preserve within his rural 

landscape and mountain dreams. 

 David’s sense of renewal in his environmental experience after the city people 

incident is, in one sense, a desperate attempt to regain what he had before at the 

beginning of the narrative – his family, in its entirety, within the rural and golden 

childhood place of nature. According to Young, “the loss of his family through its 

disintegration is a necessary part of the emergence of David’s self, but it is also for him 

the most painful part of that process, particularly since in Valley life the value attached to 

family is so high” (32-33). At this point in his life, David is physically nearing thirty, but 

he has preserved the same childlike desires and immaturity in order to maintain a 

closeness with the nature he grew up with and, by association, with the way things once 

were – a timelessness which, in the cycle of life and death theme of the novel, will be 
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futile for his “dream of sustainability” (Davies 264). When Toby and Anna18 

unexpectedly return home to visit David, their adventure in the old orchard of their youth 

and the abandoned Delacey house brings all three back to where “their voices echoed 

hollowly” (Buckler 247) – a connection to and recapture of an earlier moment when 

David was “so generously young and echoless himself” (Buckler 82):  

It was a perfect afternoon, intimately warm and absolutely quiet. The sunshine 

plated the dry leaves on the apple trees. It poured, like rain, through their 

branches. It was like a fruit missed when the others were picked: now the essence 

of absolute ripeness, just before it drops of itself.  

[…] There was a funny atmosphere about these abandoned fields when 

you came there on an afternoon like this. It was as if you had stumbled, like 

children in a fairy tale, on some niche that time itself had wondrously missed. 

(Buckler 248) 

The rural idyll returns with as much intensity, sensitivity, and clarity as when David was 

eleven. However, this fairy tale moment, which suggests a magical immutability within 

the childhood place of nature, is again only part of a “habitual fantasy” (Pell 59): 

“sometime, somewhere, just as surely as ever, everything was still waiting” (Buckler 

221). In one sense, the mountain fulfills this expectation of anticipation and hopeful 

rejuvenation (which will be discussed below); but at this particular moment, David’s 

childhood place of nature is anything but “waiting” for him with the inevitable intrusion 

                                                        
18 Toby (a childhood friend who has always symbolized the world outside the Valley for David 
and of the things he is unable to achieve) is married to Anna (David’s twin sister) just before his 
departure for the war. Their visit is the last they have with David. 
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of modern technology19 which, again, plays with the urban-rural binary of before, as well 

as with his own internal fluctuations in thought and feeling towards his surrounding 

environment.  

David’s reflection of “How you could love the land’s face and the day’s face, but 

how they never loved you back; […] How a man could be trapped by his own nature …” 

(Buckler 255) shows a devotion to the land that is simultaneously full of repulsion as it is 

a “development that brings no sense of serenity, no feeling of the mind calmed and the 

passion spent” (Chambers 80). This mixed response to the environment comes out in 

what Chambers calls “an act of blind violence” (81) that David inflicts upon the natural 

world when he hacks at the parsnips grown with his own care and on his own childhood 

place of nature: 

And then he raised his hack high above his head, till the pain of his head ran 

freely down his arm and down his whole side. He moved for the first time. 

Quickly, almost running, he rushed up the row with a wild comical stagger. He 

slashed at the pulpy flesh of the parsnips blindly, wherever the hack fell, the 

whole length of the long even row. 

                                                        
19 When his wagon and vegetables are crushed by a car, David begins to see his community in a 
different way, as well as how his “rural retreat” (Pell 59) is also transforming: 

His neighbours had changed, as the village had changed. The road was paved now. There 
were cars and radios. A bus line passed the door. There was a railway line along the river. 
With this grafting from the outside world, the place itself seemed older; as the old who 
are not remembered are old. 

And the people lost their wholeness, the valid stamp of the indigenous. Their 
clothes were so accentuate a copy of the clothes outside they proclaimed themselves as 
copy, except to the wearers. In their speech (freckled with current phrases of jocularity 
copied from the radio), and finally in themselves, they became dilute. They were not 
transmuted from the imperfect thing into the real, but veined with the shaly amalgam of 
replica. 

It wasn’t so with David. (Buckler 223) 
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 And then the hack was still in his hands again, and in his mind there was 

only a stillness […]  

 He was on his knees, patting the torn flesh of the parsnips back into shape 

as best he could. Maybe if he put sods around them in the cellar, they wouldn’t 

spoil. There was no trace of thinking on his face now. Nothing but the crusted 

smudge of a tear track he had wiped at with his dusty hand. (Buckler 272) 

Notably, this kind of destructiveness will be seen again (and further elaborated on) in 

Chapter 3 with Jérémie’s brutality towards the ants in Wildlives; but in refocusing on 

David for this section, we can see that David’s actions are twofold – they lend him the 

power to not only give back “the wounds which experience has marked upon him” 

(Chambers 81), but to also seek a solace (albeit distorted) from it. According to John 

Orange, David “hacks at the roots the way he longs to uproot himself” (28), which is the 

opposite of what the child’s bioregional experience and imagination should be doing: “to 

take root and to take place” (Thayer 3; emphasis in original). In the stillness that follows 

his rage, however, there is something that seems to contradict the attempt to uproot – a 

glimpse of David’s younger self as he tries in vain to salvage the parsnips. 

Metaphorically, the decision to piece the parsnips back together signifies what David has 

been attempting to do all his life within his childhood place of nature and his 

environmental coming of age: to negotiate and balance his own progression with pieces 

of his romantic thoughts in order to shape a desired bioregional experience where he may 

sustain the past in the present in order to provide him with a future that is as rich in nature 

as it is in his artistic visions.  



60 

 

 The incident of the parsnips is one of the last moments David has within his 

valley environment before his death; and indeed, it is a formative one in his 

environmental education. Looked upon now in what Chambers describes as “acceptance” 

(82), David’s “ministering to the hacked parsnips also symbolizes a turning point – a 

final identification between David and the world of nature, and acceptance of his own 

peculiar fate in it” (82). But this new recognition also severely separates David’s 

childhood place of nature in two: that of the valley, which has morphed into an 

unrecognizable place of change and loss (as seen, for example, in footnote 19); and that 

of the mountain, which still holds a promise of idyllic preservation and protects “his 

lifelong romantic goal” (Pell 68).  

 As he slowly ascends the mountain, David’s isolation and solitude are at their 

most extreme as he seeks the final stages of his bioregional and manhood initiations 

through “the maturing of an artistic personality” (Chambers 82) within the landscape that 

has shaped him. The wistfulness towards a childhood Eden plays a particularly important 

role at the beginning phase of David’s journey up the mountain and, according to Pell, he 

“attempts to transcend time through the immediacy of memory [and] the metaphorical 

unity of all sensory experience” (69): 

Shape and colour reached out to him like voices. The black-green sweep of the 

spruces’ lower limbs like an inhalation sustained immobile in the chest of the tree 

… the yellow-green of the hemlock branches, twig-laced in a snow crystal 

pattern, like a breath outward … the lemon-green murmurous-needled pine 

overturned by the wind, its ragged anchor of roots and earth like the shape of the 

thunder of its own falling … […] 
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He thought of the fields. Unseen, they no longer seemed bare. (Buckler 

280) 

In “opening up the human senses and sensibilities to the surrounding landscape” 

(McGinnis 8), David’s sense of self in relation to place achieves a new perspective within 

the childhood space of nature as he breathes, “‘It’s perfect here.’ Involuntarily. Aloud” 

(Buckler 280). The “communal identity” (McGinnis 8) cultivated in this moment between 

David’s senses and his surrounding environment – “Everything seemed to be an aspect of 

something else. There seemed to be a thread of similarity running through the whole 

world” (Buckler 281) – is an attempt to reestablish and “recreate the world he knows – 

the one that he has loved so intensely and so often been hurt by” (Chambers 82).  

In this overwhelming flood of creative and sensory energy, Buckler emphasizes 

the transformation David is undergoing by likening him to the different variants of trees 

that are entangled together along the mountain path he takes: 

The hardwood, unlike the spruces, stood singly and separate: the gaunt grey-bare 

maples with half shells of fungus along their sides; the slim white-bare birches 

with kidney-shaped dappling of brown on their curling yellow-lined bark; the 

shining-bare silver poplars; and the heavy-bare lizard-barked beeches. The cold 

yellow sun and the thin cold air hung and breathed in the spaces between them, 

like a great centrifugal eddy of lightness. Their limbless trunks broke into a twist 

of searching branches as they reached higher against the sky. They were as still as 

their own laced shadows in the soundless air. (Buckler 282) 

As peaceful as this appears to be in its delicate intricacy and harmonious intermingling, 

there are small details which also complicate the “communal identity” (McGinnis 8) with 
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the bioregion: the sun is yellow (usually indicating warmth), but cold; the silver poplars 

are shining, but bare; and the branches are searching, rather than finding. These binaries, 

in one sense, echo the ones which plague David throughout his environmental coming of 

age – the desire to depart and a yearning to stay in place; the city and the country; the 

past and the future; the intellect and the body; art and life; the need to preserve yet 

possessing the ability to abandon; and, of course, the mountain and the valley.  

 Despite these binaries, however, David’s hopeful thoughts of “nothing has 

changed – the time or the place or the faces […] You can begin again…” (Buckler 283) 

rejuvenates his “awareness of one’s place” and “cultivate[s] an ecological consciousness” 

(McGinnis 8) as he achieves the summit and unites the mountain and the valley together 

in his final moments of the coming-of-age process. According to Chambers, David’s 

“vision of creative harmony […] binds together and heals the conflicts of his life: the 

mountain and the valley” (83; emphasis in original). It is also, in the words of Young, “a 

momentous spiritual journey within David” (35) which culminates in one perfect moment 

before his death: “David’s climb is not in negation of his experience in the Valley but 

serves to unify that experience within the single all-embracing and god-like vision of the 

artist he has finally become” (36).  

 In using the space of the mountain to achieve a physical and psychological resting 

place within the nature of his childhood, David ends his journey “not on a note of loss, 

but with a sense of beginning” (Chambers 3): 

The snowflakes fell on David’s face and caught in his eyelashes and melted. They 

caught in the strands of hair that escaped beneath his thrown-back cap and melted. 
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They melted in the corners of his mouth. They clung to the wool of his jacket and 

the wool of his mittens without melting.  

And then they clung, without melting, to his eyelashes and his hair. And 

then they did not melt on his eyelids or on his cheeks or in the corners of his 

mouth or anywhere on his face at all. And then they grew smoothly and exactly 

over him and over the fallen log that lay beside him until the two outlines were as 

one. (Buckler 295) 

While David “dies without getting his work done” as a newly initiated artist (Watters 47), 

he does nonetheless achieve a unity between the realization of “how you could become 

the thing you told” (Buckler 292; emphasis in original) and how that is influenced by the 

childhood place and space of nature. As Chambers states, “David has finally found 

home” (83); and as his snow-covered outline quietly merges with the shape of the fallen 

log beside him, it is not unlike the father of MacLeod’s “The Boat,” who literally 

becomes of the sea in his death or Lila Szach of Wildlives (as we will see in Chapter 3), 

whose body is discovered within the nature that was so dear to her. In linking human 

identity with the local bioregion, David’s death within the nature of his childhood 

becomes an eternalizing gesture of interconnectivity and regeneration.  

 

Conclusion 

 In discussing the growing recognition and critical response to Atlantic Canadian 

writing in the early 2000s, Herb Wyile and Jeannette Lynes first go back two centuries in 

order to illustrate the important mark figures such as Thomas Chandler Haliburton, 

Thomas McCulloch, and the Confederation Poets (particularly Charles G.D. Roberts and 
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Bliss Carmen) have made not only on the early beginnings of Canadian Literature, but in 

also influencing “the development of the broader culture of the nation” (3). The twentieth 

century also ushered forward a number of successful writers – L.M. Montgomery, Hugh 

MacLennan, Ernest Buckler, E.J. Pratt, and Alden Nowlan, for instance – who are now 

prominent and recognizable, but, at the time (with the exception of Montgomery) 

experienced a cultural and economic eclipse caused by other writers from central Canada: 

“With the publishing industry and literati concentrated in the metropolitan centres of 

Montreal and (increasingly) Toronto, for much of the century writers from the east were 

faced with the choice of relocating to the centre […] or sticking it out on the margin” (7).  

 The in-between place of either relocating or “sticking it out” (Wyile and Lynes 7) 

also greatly extends to the child figures found in MacLeod’s “The Boat” and Buckler’s 

The Mountain and the Valley. With the narrator’s decision to physically leave his 

bioregion behind (which acts to further complicate his emotional relationship to the 

environment) and David’s yearning to do the same (but inability to act upon that desire), 

MacLeod and Buckler accentuate the steadfast pull a specific landscape and seascape can 

have on one’s sense of self and sense of place, as well as the anchoring effect their 

formative moments in the childhood place of nature have in haunting, both positively and 

negatively, the adult self that results from the difficult choices made. Although “the 

pursuit of sustainability as a kind of memory-work” (Davies 264) is, in itself, a type of 

act(ion) towards the environment, the way in which MacLeod’s and Buckler’s 

protagonists express the “fragile equilibrium” (Creelman 15) that links the past to a future 

allows nature to become paradoxically continual yet stagnant in form: it is continual in 

that the image(s) of nature may be psychologically revisited over and over again, but 
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stagnant in the fact that it does not – and cannot – reflect a future physical act(ion) that 

sees the ecological knowledge gained from childhood at work in adulthood as will be 

discussed with the other protagonists in this dissertation. As such, for the narrator and 

David, the childhood place of nature can, literally, only be nostalgically sustained.  

Furthermore, with isolation and melancholy plaguing the narrator and David as 

they grow older, the (re)turn to their most formative moments in nature does two things: 

it permits nostalgic sustainability to take root in a coming-of-age process that either 

challenges expectations of an idyllic or harmonious child-to-adult identity with nature 

(for MacLeod’s narrator) or (for David) reveals the dangers of being so enchanted by the 

possibilities of returning to a pristinely remembered childhood place of nature that one 

forgets how to evolve in a positive, mature, and necessary way from it. In inheriting his 

connection to the sea through his mother and a love of literature from his father, 

MacLeod’s narrator becomes caught between his family’s differing wishes for his future 

and in negotiating the tension that arises from the conflicting desire to stay rooted to the 

place of his ancestors or to been seen as abandoning it. While the narrator ultimately 

chooses to leave his expected future as a fisherman to eventually earn a living as a 

university lecturer (thus fulfilling his father’s wish for his son to do the thing he never 

could), the land/seascape of his childhood unshakably and hauntingly follows him well 

into adulthood.  

The trifecta the narrator creates in linking his father (both a symbol of heritage 

and of whom fulfills a guide-to-nature role), the boat (a mark of the region’s economics), 

and the seascape (which sustains the two) together not only highlights how he has come 

to understand this interdependent system as a growing child, but also how it has shaped 
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him as a mature adult and fuels the need to maintain a connection with the land/seascape 

in some other way than the physical. From the scent of salt traced from within the 

domestic sphere and his first time out on the boat with his father, to the East Coast sea 

chanteys vibrantly sung for the tourists and the final fishing trip where his father gifts 

him with the choice of unexpected freedom in death, the narrator’s reflection on his 

childhood place of nature comes to express a consciously evolving and emotional image 

of the environment that, in itself, can only be nostalgic because of its fixed state – it is a 

motionless image of nature that the narrator, who can no longer physically regain or re-

experience that environment in adulthood, strives to hold on to. 

 The childhood place of nature as a fixed entity that is tightly held on to is also true 

for David, whose deep-seated yearning to relive the past not only shapes how he 

experiences childhood, but also determines what image of nature he carries forward into 

adulthood. In regards to the former, David’s increasing obsession with regaining “the old 

magic” (Buckler 82) of what he believes the epitome of his youth to be – seen through 

the deer killing, his dream visions, and when Toby and Anna (as adults) come back to 

visit, to name a few instances – pushes him to the point where he becomes haunted by the 

inability to recreate and/or revisit these perfect moments quite early on in his short life. 

Unlike McLeod’s narrator, who – despite the melancholic attitude – is able to maturely 

reflect and reminisce upon his childhood moments in nature as an adult, David is unable 

to express himself in a similar way. As such, we can view David’s violence towards the 

land (destroying the parsnips) and his further retreat into the rural directly afterwards as 

both contradictory yet reflective of the in-between place he occupies: he both loves and 

loathes the landscape that makes up his childhood. In one sense, David’s inability to 
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postpone loss on various levels (such as family, friends, and even in nature’s ability to 

offer him comfort) fuels his need for the nostalgic, especially when “the pastoral is not an 

option anymore” (Orange 58). This, in turn, additionally affects what kind of image of 

nature David carries with him – it is a purely internal one that hinges on an idealized 

preservation of the childhood self in relationship to the land. 

In their desire to maintain a link to the landscape and seascape through memory or 

remembrance, the narrator and David set themselves apart from the other child figures in 

this dissertation through their expressed need or yearning to leave, as well as their shared 

melancholic attitudes. However, and most significantly, it is the narrator’s and David’s 

inability to transform or channel the ecological knowledge gained from childhood into 

some sort of act(ion) towards the environment in adulthood that ultimately transforms 

their need to maintain a link to the land into an internal one where the image of nature 

becomes hauntingly immovable and fully sustained by memory. As Keefer notes, 

“landscape acts upon the heart and mind, shaping, altering, sometimes healing, and 

sometimes breaking us, but always demanding an active, often interrogative response” 

(“Nova Scotia’s Literary Landscape” 27) – and while the narrator and David do not fulfill 

the “active” portion of that statement, they do nonetheless express an ecological 

relationship that is unique in its use of sustainability and nostalgia as a form of 

environmentalism. 
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Chapter 3 

The Child and Conservation in Central Canada  

Monique Proulx’s Wildlives and Mary Lawson’s Crow Lake 

 

Nature is not a place to visit. It is home.  
Gary Snyder 

 
 
Literature is not only a mirror; it is also a map, a geography of the mind. Our literature is 
one such map, if we can learn to read it as our literature, as a product of who and where 
we have been. 

Margaret Atwood, Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian 
Literature 

 
 
Childhood is a cold room in which are stored the seeds of all that will eventually sprout 
and spread leaves.  

Monique Proulx, Wildlives  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Initiated for the back-to-school season of fall 2015, the David Suzuki 

Foundation’s Superhero Challenge is one example of how the nation and its citizens are 

choosing to nurture the fundamental attitudes, awareness, and responsibility needed to 

prepare its youth for making lifelong, positive contributions to the conservation of the 

natural environment. The goal – to get outside, learn about environmental issues, and 

make a “superhero” sized difference as the next generation of leaders – is rooted within 

Suzuki’s own childhood experience of exploring the outdoors with his father and 

presently fuelled by his concerns of what “the future will hold for [his] grandchildren”: 
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“Will they run in a green forest and breathe clean air? Will they swim in clear waters and 

discover underwater creatures?” (Suzuki and Johal). Notably, Suzuki’s apprehensions not 

only accentuate the importance of developing “a nature habit” (“Get Back Outside”) early 

in life, but also how the childhood memories created from that nature habit can become 

influential in recognizing our adulthood potential to be creative problem solvers in the 

mission to help safeguard the environment, while perceiving nature as a place where 

things such as inspiration, healing, and creative stimulation can be found for us.  

We might also extend such thoughts to the regional literatures of Ontario and 

Quebec and ask how the Canadian writers of these provinces are actively adding their 

own voices to this child-nature movement. Unlike the protagonists discussed in Chapter 2 

– where a melancholic nostalgia ultimately sustains the childhood place of nature as an 

internally fixed and stagnant representation of the self in relation to place – Monique 

Proulx’s Wildlives (2009) and Mary Lawson’s Crow Lake (2002) value a more active 

path to maturity similar to Suzuki’s wish that children attain a familiarity with nature that 

may influence future acts of environmental planning and activism. Representing the wild 

Laurentians of Quebec and the remote landscape of northern Ontario, respectively, 

Wildlives and Crow Lake deeply appreciate the child’s development in and experience of 

the natural environment, while significantly linking that bond to the theme and eventual 

act(ion) of wilderness conservation. In this way, the bioregional theme of this chapter – 

conservation – becomes a noteworthy way to emphasize how a child’s emergent maturity 

in ecological knowledge and ability may, in return, enable greater and necessary future 

environmental change. 
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Derived in part from the Latin cōnservātiō – the “action of keeping intact or 

unharmed” – the word “conservation” inherently motivates action in its very definition of 

protecting and restoring the natural environment to ensure its continuity (Oxford English 

Dictionary Online 1.e.). Conservation is closely linked to preservation as both terms 

involve the protection of the environment and, thus, can sometimes be taken to mean the 

same thing. However, the difference lies in the kind of protection each adopts: while 

conservationists are geared towards “seek[ing] the proper use of nature” through the 

understanding that natural resources and the environment should be used in a sustainable 

manner that takes into consideration future generations, preservationists desire to 

maintain the current conditions of resources and the environment by not allowing humans 

to touch it (thus, seeking the protection of nature from use) (National Park Service; 

Celine).  

As we will see in my investigation of how Jérémie (Wildlives) and Kate (Crow 

Lake) take the ecological knowledge they have gained in childhood and turn it into an 

environmental form of action in adulthood, I argue that both protagonists do strive to 

“see[k] the proper use of nature” (National Park Service) but in a way that includes – 

rather than excludes – humans as part of that equation. For Jérémie, this means entrusting 

his childhood place of nature to more official protectors who, by designating it as a park, 

will ensure its continuity for generations. For Kate, her chosen profession as an 

invertebrate ecologist not only demonstrates her participation in the production of earth-

saving research, but also in bringing awareness to the different kinds of positive and 

negative roles humans can take in relationship to the environment. That said, these adult 

choices of conservation can also be interpreted as ones expressing Jérémie’s and Kate’s 
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desires to somehow additionally conserve the formative childhood moments in nature 

that have shaped them, as well as the relationships that have come to be recorded and 

reflected over time within those particular spaces.  

 

“[L]iv[ing] poetically upon the earth”20: Monique Proulx’s Wildlives 

Originally published in French under the title Champagne in 2008, Monique 

Proulx’s Wildlives (translated into English by David Homel and Fred A. Reed in 2009) is 

considered to be “one of her first forays into nature writing” (Rogers and Dufault 65). 

Described as “moody and thick, at times melancholy and angry” (Lucchetta), Wildlives 

links together a small community of troubled individuals who ultimately turn towards the 

surrounding Laurentians environment to help them confront and conquer the private 

traumas that have come to haunt them. As Carla Lucchetta aptly notes in her review of 

Proulx’s novel for The Globe and Mail,  

the wilderness is camouflage and refuge […] Its cloying and relentless presence, 

full of abundant beauty but hidden dangers, is stirring enough to instigate 

connection where isolation might have been the goal. Ultimately, this 

encompassing extra character changes every person. 

And indeed, the fictional peak of Mont Diamant and its three interconnected lakes 

(Goose, Campeau, and Sage) allows nature to have a dominant role in human lives that is 

both healing and of what Proulx expresses in an interview with the French Review as a 

source of inspiration: “Si je n’avais pas eu un endroit à la campagne […] je n’aurais pas 

                                                        
20 Proulx uses the following lines from Hölderlin’s poem “In lieblicher Blaue” (“In Lovely 
Blue”) as an epigraph to Wildlives: “Though deserving, / man must live poetically / upon the 
earth.”  
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eu envie d’écrire” (McPherson, Santoro, and Bascom 629).21 This is especially true of 

Goose Lake, which not only belongs to Lila Szach, but also where most of the Wildlives 

individuals eventually find “cures” to their traumas. The other lakes, by contrast, form 

two extremes of Goose Lake with one suffering under tourism with its neat houses, 

trimmed lawns, and permissible motorboats (Campeau Lake), while the other (Sage 

Lake) has been abandoned by the hunters and fishermen who have given up on the area 

due to its inaccessibility and lack of bounty. 

 Although nature as healing, inspirational, and of what sparks creative stimulation 

connotes an Edenic and romantic vision of the Canadian environment in Wildlives, this 

view of nature – although not necessarily uncritical – is not the only one in the text. 

Proulx balances this picturesque landscape with the very real problems that exist on the 

literal boundaries of the mountain and its three lakes – the land exploitation that will 

occur if hunters and developers are not kept at bay – as well as displays nature’s more 

dangerous and indifferent moments towards even those individuals who spend their lives 

protecting it. This dichotomy is echoed within Reed and Homel’s English title for the 

novel as author and reviewer Mary Soderstrom points out in the Montreal Review of 

Books: “Their title Wildlives plays with the inherent wildness of nature which no human 

can control, and with the unpredictability of human life.” The nature/human binary 

additionally extends to Jérémie Delisle, as the prominent child figure of Wildlives, 

through the idea of an urban-rural polarity. Sent to visit his Uncle Simon just short of the 

end of his school year, Jérémie begins as a boy hailing from the “noisy solidarity of the 
                                                        
21 In addition to healing and inspiration, Proulx also believes that the natural world offers creative 
stimulation in contemporary life: “je trouve qu’on est dans une période de détresse collective, pas 
seulement au Québec, et ce milieu-là [la forêt] pour moi, est un lieu de guérison et 
de’émerveillement” (Desmeules). 
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city” (Proulx 19) who now finds himself in the Laurentian wilderness for the first time. 

The clash of the urban and rural worlds, with Jérémie acting as the hyphen between the 

two, constantly creates a push-pull effect or fluctuation that challenges his initial sense of 

self and knowledge of place.  

 Jérémie can also be initially seen as a child that is “nature as well as innocence 

embodied” (Dobrin and Kidd 6). The idea that the child has an inherent and privileged 

relationship with nature reaches back to the perspective of childhood during the Romantic 

and Victorian eras wherein “the child’s proximity to the natural world [is linked] to a 

subsequent purity” (6); and Jérémie, as we will find, is the embodiment of this child-

nature affiliation when we are first introduced to him. However, as he grows under the 

tutelage of Lila Szach – the owner of Goose Lake and the protector of the forest and 

animals that live within it – Jérémie ultimately links that “privileged” child relationship 

with nature to one of “a deeper – or at least different – [environmental] awareness” (7). 

The end result of that increased insight transforms into a form of conservation, as Jérémie 

– having completed his coming of age by the final pages of the novel – takes up what 

Juliette Rogers and Roseanna Dufault identify in their article, “Recent Nature Writing, 

Relinquishment, and Rhizomes in Monique Proulx’s Champagne,” as the role of 

“caretaker of nature” (69). 

When we first meet young Jérémie, we learn three things about him in the 

opening paragraph: he has an eager imagination, he is a child of the city, and – as a 

consequence – he has yet to fully understand what nature can offer him in terms of 

overcoming the trauma that brings him to Goose Lake and his Uncle Simon in the first 

place. Jérémie possesses a rudimentary intuitive sense of his surroundings that is perhaps 
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a bit surprising considering his city roots – an awareness of his environment that is acute 

and thoughtful albeit, at this point in his coming-of-age process, in need of guidance. 

Proulx plays with the city-country dynamic and foreshadows Jérémie’s future struggle 

with that boundary by having the pot his uncle grows among the weeds be the first plant 

he specifically recognizes in his new environment. For Jérémie, the pot is a reminder not 

just of city life, but also of the “immature father” who dabbles in this “dreary adult 

business” (Proulx 9) and exists in a time and space apart from where Jérémie currently 

stands at the opening of what he dubs the Forbidden Forest’s trail.22 

According to Rogers and Dufault, Proulx’s emphasis on the interconnectedness of 

humans and nature is closely linked to her treatment of time and space – “the narrative 

opens in a magical, dreamlike way, almost like a fairy tale” (70) or, in the case of Jérémie 

and his active imagination, a fantastical place of Harry Potter sorcery. Picking up a 

slender but solid dead branch and kindly paying the invisible seller an equally unseen 

gold doubloon, Jérémie’s “wand” gives him the confidence not only to move further 

along the path, but additionally, to open his eyes to the more intimate details of his 

surroundings. After being tempted by another trail “inhabited by just enough monsters to 

keep you alert but not make you break into cold sweats” (Proulx 11), the city boy decides 

to stay on his original path and ends up combatting an “assailant”: 

Then something made him jump and stumble. Stretched out full length, he 

brandished his knife in front of him, but his assailant was just a thick root on 

                                                        
22 While Harry Potter is an important reference for Jérémie’s character, my discussion will not 
involve how the Harry Potter series is linked to ecology and environmentalism. For an insightful 
look at that particular link, see Melanie Dawson’s “Sugared Violets and Conscious Wands: Deep 
Ecology in the Harry Potter Series” in Environmentalism in the Realm of Science Fiction and 
Fantasy Literature (edited by Chris Baratta).  
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which his foot had caught. Just a root, don’t make me laugh. A root was a living 

thing because it was part of a tree, and many trees were bewitched and malevolent 

creatures. Jérémie followed the root with his eyes: it belonged to one pine or 

another, or maybe to that huge leafy tree straight ahead of him, or to this one … 

how could he possibly tell? It wasn’t the only one, the whole trail was built on 

roots covered by moss and pine needles like the taut skin of a drum. Jérémie felt a 

shiver of fear. EVERYTHING here was alive […] (11) 

Despite the initial embarrassment of what his “assailant” turns out to be, Jérémie’s 

realization that the wilderness around him is living and breathing unto itself initiates him 

into being “part of a bioregion” and “a living community and place” (McGinnis 4). The 

overwhelming feeling he experiences as his eyes try, and fail, to find a beginning and an 

end to the root’s origins is captured in Proulx’s emphatic use of capitalization for the 

word “everything,” which lends itself to a larger, encompassing sense of 

interconnectedness between the child and his environment.  

Notably following this moment of greater awareness, Jérémie is also temporarily 

able to push the Harry Potter fantasy aside to reveal a more realistic consciousness of 

nature that allows him to be truly moved: 

All of a sudden, he saw it. A real animal. A slender, charming creature that stared 

at him with its large soft eyes for an eternity before disappearing noiselessly 

between the trees, the pom-pom of its white tail bouncing against its haunches. 

Jérémie had never seen a real deer and here one was. He sat on the ground for 

several minutes, a smile on his face, terribly happy without knowing why. (Proulx 

12) 
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According to Dobrin and Kidd, “childhood experiences in, of, and with the natural world 

are often deeply formative” (5); and a stunned Jérémie clearly indicates the influence 

nature can have in shaping one’s sense of self and sense of place within the coming-of-

age process. The sensation he feels is one that defies being easily described or 

categorized, and – as will be further discussed in Chapter 4 – is similar to the unshakable 

“feeling” Brian O’Connal experiences at a young age in W.O. Mitchell’s Who Has Seen 

the Wind. 

 Although the trees and the deer become fleeting moments for Jérémie at this stage 

in his growth and understanding, he has undoubtedly experienced some kind of 

awakening to the natural world. His immaturity, however, does not allow him to fully 

embrace it at this point, let alone fully comprehend the slight changes in perception and 

awareness that have occurred in his developing environmental experience. Proulx further 

marks her young protagonist’s potential to either embrace or refute his potential growth 

in nature when he continues to “mov[e] forward easily among the trees, as if the forest 

was shrinking or he was growing, so that he seemed to occupy its territory and command 

its mysteries” (15; emphasis mine). The choice words of “occupy” and “command” carry 

with them a possessive and superior colonial tone that at once turns Jérémie’s easy, 

innocent movements through the forest into ones that are almost dangerous and invasive 

towards the natural world and any positive gesture towards a relationship between the 

child and his environment. Ultimately, the tension presented between his enchantment 

with nature and his aggressiveness towards it foreshadows the most destructive act in the 

novel exhibited by Jérémie – the insensitive demolition of an ant colony he finds in an 

old tree stump. 
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Mesmerized at first by the way in which the ants’ metallic bodies form a 

continuous ribbon between their stump and the forest, Jérémie crushes one to see what 

will happen. As the other ants keep moving as if nothing has changed, their reaction 

piques Jérémie’s curiosity to the point where he asks: “What were they waiting for? Why 

didn’t they attack him? Didn’t they see how huge he was? What could have been more 

threatening than him on the trail they trod like so many blind soldiers, like zombies?” 

(Proulx 17). The questions Jérémie poses to himself reveal a true struggle to understand 

“the bond between the human and the nonhuman” (Buell, Environmental Imagination 

218) within the larger complexities of the bioregion and is not unlike the overwhelming 

feeling he experiences earlier with the enchanting deer or the never-ending network of 

trees. To be excluded from “a civilization with codes and motivations [in a] universe 

running alongside his own without ever touching” both awes Jérémie in his recognition 

of this “secret world” and gives him “stirrings of respect” (Proulx 17). That admiration, 

nevertheless, quickly reverts to an irritation transformed by physical anger: 

Systematically, he started crushing every ant within reach. The information 

quickly reached the ants farthest down the trail, and soon they knew that war was 

upon them. Quickly they dispersed along both sides of the highway with Jérémie 

hot on their heels, pursuing them into their refuge of weeds and moss, leaving 

them half-crushed, their legs feebly signaling SOS. An insatiable hunger, a thirst 

for power swept over him. He did not spare the valiant ants who were carrying 

their wounded and their dead back to the stump to bury or to eat them, nor did he 

spare the kamikazes who clambered up his legs to bite him, nor would he have 

spared the women and children had he been able to recognize them. Soon, when 
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his potential victims had disappeared from the trail, he attacked the stump itself. 

He disemboweled it with fierce blows of his magic wand, and when the wand 

broke he picked up a sturdier branch to continue his work, and the ants began to 

stream out of their ruined house by the dozens, the hundreds, in a clear state of 

panic […] (17-18) 

Once again, Proulx’s strong word choice not only reflects Jérémie’s act of dominance 

over nature, but also what an idealized child in nature should not be: he is systematic in 

his violence, possesses a voracious appetite for power, shows no mercy to any of the 

distressed ants, and cruelly eviscerates their home. Even imaginative Harry Potter magic 

cannot help Jérémie as it previously did; and it is significant that the replacement of the 

broken branch with an even sturdier one is anything but the marker of an intimate 

relationship with nature. The passing satisfaction Jérémie receives from this destructive 

moment – “to know he was the source of that panic, to know at last that he was 

recognized and feared” (18) – is not unlike David’s frenzied destruction of the parsnips in 

The Mountain and the Valley (Chapter 2). Despite Jérémie being a child and David an 

adult during these moments of extreme violence, it is interesting to note the shared sense 

of “tired hollowness” (18) and “stillness” (Buckler 272) both experience afterwards. 

While the former’s anger stems in part from the personal trauma revealed in pieces 

throughout the novel23 and the latter’s is an extension of his frustration at feeling 

physically and psychologically trapped, both Jérémie’s and David’s physical outbursts 

can be read as the only ways they know how – at this time – to turn to nature for help. 

                                                        
23 Jérémie accidentally sets fire to his divorcing parents’ home and nearly dies in the process. We 
find out from Claire, a mystery writer and another summer resident of Goose Lake, that he carries 
a physical reminder of the incident – an ugly burn that covers part of his face. 
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Jérémie being a child, however, has more time to learn from this incident, as well as grow 

from the comfortable security his imagination currently offers him.  

Rogers and Dufault positively argue that Jérémie’s action of attributing 

anthropomorphic qualities such as “valiant” and “kamikazes” to the ants also “allow[s] 

him to begin to understand his connection with nature and to commence his 

apprenticeship as a caretaker of nature” (69). While I agree that the bestowing of human 

attributes creates a way in which Jérémie can begin to identify with and make sense of his 

environment, I would argue that it is actually his first meeting with Lila Szach after the 

ant extermination that pushes him to accept an “apprenticeship as a caretaker of nature” 

(69) and, gradually, a more positive response and reaction to his environment. 

 Described as a “great tree trunk [that] unfold[s] her limbs slowly, interminably, 

the way a tree trunk would if tree trunks were allowed to bend and stretch” (Proulx 19), 

Lila’s first appearance is a transformative moment for Jérémie. As a steward of nature, 

Lila exemplifies what Van Andruss et al. express in Home! A Bioregional Reader as an 

intimate and conscious nod towards what it means to “know one’s place intimately in 

order to fit human communities to the Earth, not distort the Earth to our demands” (2). 

Jérémie, however, is still very much an imaginative child; and while Lila likened to a tree 

once more accentuates Jérémie’s potential for deeper insight into nature and a human’s 

place within it, he does return to the Harry Potter fantasy as his prevailing way of 

comprehending the unknown: “[Lila’s] was the kind of voice that petrifixes you, turns 

you to stone before you even have a chance. […] She surely had a witch’s name that she 

would reveal to him in due time, when they became closer” (Proulx 19-20). Jérémie 

attempts to impress her by proudly admitting that he “just killed one thousand three 
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hundred ants” (20), exaggerating the number for effect. Yet, Lila’s reaction leaves 

Jérémie feeling the exact opposite: 

  ‘Well, how about that! And why did you do it?’ 

 Jérémie frowned, trying to find approval in her few reluctant words. Then 

she added a few more. 

 ‘How are you going to make amends?’ 

 And since she was expecting an answer he didn’t have, she drove home 

the point even further, to make sure he understood. 

 ‘You’ve committed one thousand three hundred murders? Is that what 

you’re telling me?’ 

 ‘They’re only bugs!’ Jérémie protested. ‘It’s not murder to kill bugs.’ 

 ‘It isn’t? And how do you know for sure?’ (21) 

In not giving into a plea for forgiveness or tears, Jérémie demonstrates the dangers of 

what a selfish attitude and behaviour towards the environment can do – leave the child 

unenlightened despite the inherent potential to observe, contribute, and engage in a 

symbiotic relationship with the bioregion. According to Dobrin and Kidd, positive 

attitudes and a familiarity with nature as a child are what foster environmental planning 

and activism as an adult (7). We can see such attitudes in Lila, whose “strongest qualities 

emerge as an intense love of nature, especially for her own land” (Rogers and Dufault 

72). In this way, Lila becomes a guiding figure for Jérémie by taking on the task of 

helping him achieve the same level of affection and care towards the forest that she has 

come to live by.  
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Jérémie’s “apprenticeship as a caretaker of nature” (Rogers and Dufault 69) 

begins with an assignment that will ultimately carry him through to the end of his 

summer visit – “to digest the encyclopedia of insects [Lila] instruct[s] him to learn by 

heart before daring to show up at her doorstep again” (Proulx 44). But just as he begins to 

immerse himself in this newfound love of learning about insects and spotting them in the 

forest, his father, Marco, comes for a visit from Montreal. Marco immediately 

demonstrates that he is the very opposite of Lila and Jérémie’s Uncle Simon by the way 

in which he exasperatingly deals with his “first contact with the horrible countryside” 

(81) – a half blind hawk stubbornly blocking the road. With repugnance, Marco grasps 

the bird and puts it on the other side of the ditch, but the bird’s heart throbbing frantically 

against his palms does little to make him one with nature: “his hands held the nauseating 

memory even after he’d parked beside the two other cars. Why him?” (81). Simon, by 

contrast, is very much a part of his environment in a similar vein to Lila and, eventually, 

Jérémie:  

The lake rose and fell and murmured beneath his paddle like a primitive animal 

mass, then fell silently back into its mineral existence. What is a lake? he 

wondered as he let his hand trail through the water, touching its undulating skin, 

which bore him but could just as well swallow him up. Once again, a feeling of 

respect came over him, respect for this huge, formless mysterious body as alive as 

blood – the blood of the earth! – in which so many beings emerged and assumed 

substance. (68-69) 

Simon’s trailing hand and the feeling of respect that comes over him also provides an 

interesting contrast to the passengers of the Jenny Lynn in Alistair MacLeod’s “The 
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Boat” (Chapter 2), who merely trail their fingers through the water in their attempt to 

look like the prim, wind-blown girls of Pepsi-Cola advertisements. While it is obvious 

that a deeper connection to nature and knowledge of place is missing in the latter, the 

former sets readers up to recognize the importance of having an “acute awareness” and 

“perception [of] and sensitivity to place” (McGinnis 8), especially when Simon 

ultimately becomes a secondary guide-to-nature figure for Jérémie as he matures. 

 As a character foil to Simon and Lila, Marco brings with him a persistent 

reminder of Jérémie’s old life to reintegrate into the developing sense of self that is 

growing within his new environmental experience of nature: 

Jérémie’s nose was in the grass and his chin was resting on his hands. Stretched 

out flat on the ground, not one of the clandestine comings and goings of the 

arthropods could escape him, as long as he didn’t budge. It’s hard not to start 

scratching when an insolent little arthropod with a mosquito head starts sucking 

your blood, or another with its ladybug’s carapace scurries across your cheek, but 

you’re not a wizard by the name of Jerry Potter if you can’t endure torture – at 

least for one second. First he’d scrambled under a large-leaved bush close to the 

little cabin so as not to miss a word of what Laurie and Marco were saying as he 

carried out his investigations, but Laurie caught him in the act. You get up right 

now! You’re going to get all dirty! To which Marco immediately replied, Let him 

play! He’s just a kid! To keep from taking sides, Jérémie moved farther away to 

continue his work. (Proulx 111-112) 

Mixing his current place in the forest observing grasshoppers and arthropods with the 

presence of his arguing parents, Jérémie psychologically melds the two worlds together 
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in a conflicting way. While the former is a peaceful, almost meditative state in nature, the 

latter is cacophonous and somewhat violent by comparison. As a result, Jérémie bonds 

even more with his surrounding environment, marked not only by him taking physical 

action and moving away to continue his observations as seen above, but also in turning to 

nature for solace when the “silly little bug stories” he tells his parents fall “into empty 

eyes and [die] there, without the slightest effect” (113): “Laurie and Marco were open to 

nothing, since they needed all their energy to ruminate in silent hostility, so Jérémie’s 

arthropods were welcome, for they kept the outside walls of the house they shared 

standing, though all the rest had collapsed” (113).  

Noticeably, Jérémie still possesses and applies a lively imagination to his natural 

surroundings and, at one point, even visualizes himself as one of the bugs he has been 

observing: “When he was level with the berry bushes, Jerry Potter could turn into an 

insect himself and see everything insects saw thanks to their thousands of ommatidia 

assembled in the shape of a sphere” (Proulx 115).24 Jérémie’s perception and awareness, 

however, are beginning to change as he continues to grow intimate with and 

knowledgeable of the world around him – an unmistakable sign of his positive 

progression towards achieving a maturity rooted within the bioregion that is shaping him. 

This can also be seen when Jérémie finds an ant entangled in a spider’s web outside of 

his uncle’s cabin. While Jérémie feels sympathy for the ant and tries to rescue it, he 

abruptly stops himself, “concerned with maintaining a prudent neutrality” (119). He 

earnestly reasons that “he’[s] already alienated the Formicidae, and he wasn’t about to 

                                                        
24 Proulx demonstrates Jérémie’s internalization and application of insect and nature knowledge 
by also increasing her use of scientific vocabulary in her descriptions just short of halfway 
through the novel.  
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get on the wrong side of the Arachnida” (119), which makes the first ant outburst and 

extermination a not so distant memory. Yet aside from obtaining a new “enemy” if he 

follows through on saving the ant, Jérémie’s decision to stop respectfully links a 

“geographical terrain [with] a terrain of consciousness” that, according to bioregional 

thinkers Peter Berg and Raymond Dasmann, is the very essence of what a bioregion is 

when there are humans involved (36) and introduces an “ethics of care” (Buell qtd. in 

Rogers and Dufault 74).  

 It is thus not surprising to find that Jérémie’s concept of home – and who he is 

within the place in which he perceives he belongs – has transformed under the influence 

of his engagement with the forest and its wilderness. When he finds himself truly alone 

with “Sorceress Szach” (Proulx 126) for the first time since their initial encounter, 

Jérémie asks for an exchange of “magic” incantations. He reveals his to be “‘May the 

month of August never come’” (128), which he observes visibly affects Lila as she 

pretends to be distracted by the chanterelles in her basket. As she sends him off to find 

more of the orange-coloured mushrooms, her response of “‘And then you’ll go home’” 

(129) sets Jérémie thinking: 

Home. It was true, he felt like he was home as soon as he went down the hill and 

turned onto the trail that led to the little wooden bridge, as soon as the forest 

surrounded him with its scent-papered walls. Home. Since it was home, why 

should he have to leave? May the month of August… (129) 

Jérémie’s decisiveness in calling the Laurentian wilderness “home” – a word used to 

describe an emotional attachment to place or dwelling – accentuates his emergent desire 

to maintain an identity in and through nonhuman nature. As a safe and nurturing space 



85 

 

for childhood growth, nature-as-home recognizes the wilderness in Jérémie’s experience 

as what Gary Paul Nabhan and Stephen Trimble argue in The Geography of Children as 

“a basic human need […] Children do need wildness” (xiii).  

The final moments of Jérémie’s coming-of-age process in nature are marked by 

two interrelated events: the rise and fall of his monarch butterfly, and a broken leg that 

both takes him away and brings him back to Lila, Simon, and the forest in September to 

recuperate. The former emphasizes Jérémie’s utmost devotion and eagerness to 

witnessing the unhurried transformation of his caterpillar into a butterfly. But just as 

“caterpillars [hold] opposing forces inside” (Proulx 184), Jérémie still struggles with a 

lingering city life that exists through Marco’s voice: 

Guess what, Jer? He said with his evening voice, full of promises and 

excitement. 

Jérémie sat down, ready for lengthy oratorical meanderings, not 

necessarily boring, but often unpredictable and worrisome. What essential 

information did Marco have this morning to win him over to his side? Just then 

Jérémie noticed the caterpillar’s tail was turning transparent so he could see inside 

it, and inside, there was a distinct body, a globe-like body being born. 

We’re going on tour: Gaspé, Percé, Kalamazoo, Chicago, Denver… 

The caterpillar’s colors were fading, then all at once, they vanished. A 

black line appeared on its back, running from head to tail. 

What an incredible opportunity! We’ll be playing for thousands of 

people… Are you there? Jer?... 
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It was time to throw a few crumbs so the conversation could come to its 

natural end. Yes, yes, said Jérémie, and Marco immediately chimed in, I’ll call 

you as often as I can, it won’t change anything for you since Laurie was going to 

take you this fall… 

It was as if the caterpillar, exhausted by its violent contractions, was trying 

to escape its own body […] [Then] its head dropped, lifeless. Now the caterpillar 

was as straight as the letter I. 

‘My caterpillar died!’ Jérémie cried. 

‘Your what?’ […] ‘What did you say was dead?’ […] 

‘I want to go with you!’ he begged. (184-186) 

The noisy clashing of two very different worlds is apparent in the back and forth between 

the caterpillar and Marco. Both capture Jérémie’s attention in great detail and continue to 

echo the urban-rural polarity by which he is consistently pulled in two directions. 

According to Tom Lynch, Cheryll Glotfelty, and Karla Armbruster in their collection The 

Bioregional Imagination, “The city-country polarity is a tension within the bioregional 

community [and is] an ancient tension in human history” (7). They go on to state that 

within the tradition of bioregionalism this tension has been mostly a productive one (7); 

and as we will see at the end of Jérémie’s coming of age, that polarity will become an 

industrious one for him.  

Nonetheless, only one side of the urban-rural polarity can offer Jérémie the 

potential to complete his coming-of-age in nature and the environmental education Lila 

has initiated with him; and in the particular moment above, Proulx emphasizes this by 

metaphorically tying Jérémie’s emotions to the physical states of the caterpillar (named 
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“the King”) as it undergoes its own metamorphosis. Running parallel to the moment the 

King transforms from caterpillar to chrysalis, Jérémie’s fears of separation from his 

father are not only confirmed, but also become manifested in a physical anger that briefly 

– albeit disturbingly – shifts towards the King, quivering and defenseless, in its jar. His 

desire to “deliberately crush it” (Proulx 187) marks a dangerous and potential return to 

his previous ant-crushing self, which, if acted upon, would undo the progress he has 

achieved thus far in his developing awareness and relationship with nature. The 

appearance of Lila’s “austere face […] loom[ing] up in his mind like a dire warning” 

(187), however, stops him; and as Jérémie continues to grow closer to Lila, their forages 

in the woods together ultimately open them up to sharing with each other the personal 

traumas that have led them to seek a nurturing strength from their natural surroundings 

and of the humans who have become a part of it.25 

The dream Jérémie has of his monarch butterfly imprisoned in its jar and needing 

help wakes him with a start during his stay with Lila, and sends him frantically running 

into the forest at dawn towards his Uncle Simon’s cabin. It is the one and only time 

during the twelve days that he is away from the jar,26 but it is enough of an absence to 

make his dream on the last day a premonition that eventually comes true. With night still 

hanging in the trees (“a funny time to be outdoors. It wasn’t a time for humans” (Proulx 

198)), Jérémie is startled by a man wearing an old red lumberjack shirt with torn 

                                                        
25 Jérémie perceives Lila (and by extension, the natural world) as a safe place to release his 
feelings about the fire. Lila indicates that she feels similarly by responding to Jérémie’s innocent 
but startling observation after he sees a photo of her deceased husband. 
26 Proulx documents Jérémie’s observations of and attachment to the butterfly over a period of 
twelve days. 
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pockets27 “and eyes that could petrifix you where you stood” (198). But just as he tries to 

follow with his magic wand, Jérémie ends up falling into a deep crevice and breaking his 

leg. While it is the intruder’s sudden presence that makes Jérémie fall (and not nature 

itself), Jérémie’s predicament demonstrates that nature also possesses a “fundamental 

indifference to human affairs” (Soderstrom) – something that can escape us if we 

dangerously romanticize (or, in Jérémie’s case, fantasize) it. 

But, as Dobrin and Kidd aptly state, “close contact with nature can be dangerous, 

but so, too, can our evasion and denial of it” (2). This positive-negative duality strongly 

plays out with Jérémie as he awaits rescue – a situation that echoes the two choices 

presented to him earlier at the ant demolition. Being scared and injured by his 

surrounding environment, Jérémie has the potential to revert back to his former self, or to 

continue to see nature as a constructive place for his growth and development. Jérémie 

(and Proulx) ultimately chooses the latter to positive effect: his predicament not only 

rejuvenates his relationship with Marco,28 it also does little to permanently shake him into 

fearing his surrounding environment and undoing his apprenticeship as a caretaker of 

nature – he does not perceive the forest to be a hostile place nor does he view himself as a 

victim.29 Jérémie’s juxtaposing attitude, however, indicates that a shift is taking place – at 

                                                        
27 Interestingly, adult Jérémie wears a similar shirt to the one seen on the man here, Jean-François 
(Jeff) Clémont, the developer son of Gilles, a contractor who actively pursues Lila to sell him 
Goose Lake in order to make it one of the biggest recreation centres in the Laurentians. See 
Footnote 32. 
28 During the rescue, Marco makes a complete transformation in the eyes of Jérémie into a 
Superman/Spider-Man figure as he ingeniously throws together a hoist (despite knowing nothing 
about slings and ropes) and makes his way down into the hole. It is a complete contrast to an 
earlier scene between them when Jérémie assumes the adult role of savior and comforter when 
Marco, scared of a bat that gets trapped in his room, becomes hysterical. 
29 As expressed by Margaret Atwood in Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature, the 
view of nature as harsh and oppressive is commonly found in Canadian prose and poetry, which 
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least in regards to how Canadian youth are being depicted in relationship to nature – and 

it is not “undeniably somber and negative” (Atwood 291). Rather, it is a balance between 

the two as the fate of Jérémie’s butterfly reveals: his exclamation of “‘It’s dead!’” 

(Proulx 262) to Marianne’s30 gift of a butterfly mounted in a wooden box (meant to be a 

thoughtful replacement to the jarred butterfly, now dead) is “full of blame” (262). It is a 

reaction that reveals his level of maturity in realizing the importance of his responsibility 

to the natural world around him. 

While the end of August finds Jérémie in a city hospital bed, September brings 

him back on crutches to Lila, Simon, and Goose Lake to recuperate. In his return, it is 

implied that Jérémie’s sensitivity to the natural environment and his nature education will 

continue to positively influence his attitude towards self and place. However, it is in the 

coda that we witness the end results of a child educated into a deeper awareness of 

nature. Making his way up to the top of the cliff Lila used to frequent, Jérémie – now a 

content and fulfilled adult who has shared his childhood place of nature with his wife, 

children, and friends – recounts how lucky he was to have “come upon good fortune at an 

early age” (Proulx 314) through nature and Lila.31 In his present (and implicitly, ours), 

“news [of the world going badly,] slicing down like the blade of an apocalyptic 

                                                                                                                                                                     

makes survival a predominant theme and a central distinguishing feature of the nation’s literature. 
Many scholars since the publication of Survival have argued that this view is too simplistic and 
reductive; however, it is a part of the history and theory of wilderness in Canadian literature. 
30 Marianne is another resident of Goose Lake. 
31 For adult Jérémie, Lila is still very much a part of his environmental education and support 
system even in death: “Jérémie’s small offerings of twigs and feathers, along with his devotion 
and intention to connect with her on a spiritual level, confirm the notion of Lila – if not as a 
goddess – at least as a significant spiritual force connected with nature” (Rogers and Dufault 74).  

Lila’s death and the discovery of her body within the nature that was so much a part of 
her (Wildlives pg. 314) additionally parallels the father of MacLeod’s “The Boat,” whose body is 
ravaged by the very sea that provided both his livelihood and an intrinsic sense of devotion. 
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guillotine” (314) weighs deeply upon his mind – an emotional sadness and drive of the 

need to do more for the forest that gave him an innocent freedom to learn, roam, and 

grow as a child of nature. As such, Jérémie decides to share the gift that Lila gives him 

upon her death – Goose Lake and its surrounding forests – with “others who never had 

such luck” (316): 

It was time to entrust the lake to more official, better organized protectors. 

[…] 

All this would become a park. 

A park that would give small reflective groups from everywhere the 

chance to observe that which existed nowhere else: real wild animals that fled 

instead of begging for food, plants so healthy they were green in their banality, 

century-old pines threatened only by insects or lightning, a crystalline lake that 

had never seen an algae bloom.  

A protected park would put the brakes on human rapacity. (316-317) 

According to Rogers and Dufault, the natural world in Wildlives is, in and of itself, a 

“character that appears to hold the greatest possibilities for the future” (74) – and 

interestingly, this is a concept we also extend to children in general and the potential for 

change they possess as the next generation of ecocitizens. As such, while Jérémie’s desire 

to make Goose Lake an officially protected space is unselfishly done (he refuses many 

dazzling monetary offers before choosing Melissa Clémont of Sustainable 

Development32), it can also be said that perhaps such conservation additionally expresses 

                                                        
32 Linked to Footnote 27, Proulx leaves the “primordial conflict” (Rogers and Dufault 73) 
between Gilles and Lila unresolved (Gilles dies early and ironically in life when a moose – the 
animal he passionately hunts in the forests – hits his windshield). However, it resurfaces in the 
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a desire to keep his childhood self and childhood place of nature as pristine in his mind as 

it is in the description above. This desire is heightened by the illusory child figure 

Jérémie thinks he spies from the corner of his eye just before he reaches the summit. The 

“figure of a child who had followed him all this way” (Proulx 318) allows the Laurentian 

wilderness to not only become a site that preserves childhood memory (thus merging 

Jérémie’s former and current selves together), but also plays with his symbiotic act of 

conservation. The troubling fact about conservation is that, while it is meant to be a 

positive way to protect the natural environment, it is also – in some ways – what you 

think the ideal nature to be protected is. As such, Jérémie’s powerfully affirmative 

gesture is simultaneously made to be slightly disquieting in the fact that he not only 

wears an old red lumberjack shirt with torn pockets (an echo of Jeff Clémont (see 

Footnote 27)), but also silently asks himself “Why, then, did he not feel a sharper, more 

definite sense of relief?” (317) after his decision to entrust the land to Melissa Clémont.  

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     

next generation when Jérémie chooses Melissa Clémont of Sustainable Development (Gilles’ 
granddaughter) to be the next caretaker of the land Lila has left him upon her death. While 
Melissa occupies a very different role than her father (Jeff) and grandfather, and Jérémie’s act of 
conservation is the ultimate expression of his childhood growth in nature, Proulx complicates 
what would be an otherwise neat ending with two unsettling details: Melissa’s mannerisms and 
drive to get the land echoes that of the Clémont men before her (“She shook his hand 
energetically […], she kept smiling and Jérémie found it strange that her smile carried no warmth, 
I know your village very well, she added, handing him her card, my family used to have a cottage 
in the area. Then she began to talk about nature with an excess of enthusiasm as he stood there 
silently, fingering the card on which he read her name […]” (Proulx 317)) and Jérémie sports an 
“old red lumberjack shirt with its torn pockets” (318) – an echo of Jeff – in the final image that 
closes the novel.  
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“We were making a contribution, my little invertebrates and I”: Mary Lawson’s 

Crow Lake 

First published in 2002, Crow Lake is Mary Lawson’s debut novel that revolves 

around family, home, childhood, and – I would add – the important role of nature in the 

coming-of-age process. Set in the isolated wilderness of northern Ontario in a small town 

that shares the novel’s title, Crow Lake is told from the perspective of an adult Kate 

Morrison looking back upon the childhood place of and experiences in nature that have 

shaped her present self. Unlike Wildlives’ Jérémie (whose development is related in 

chronological order), Kate’s present day adult self provides the frame narrative for the 

childhood years she mindfully revisits as the narrative weaves back and forth, beginning 

in the past with her and her siblings’ loss of their parents to a logging truck accident and 

ending in the present with her return visit home for her nephew, Simon’s, eighteenth 

birthday party. Luke, the eldest at nineteen at the time of their parents’ deaths, decides to 

forfeit his acceptance to teacher’s college in order to raise seven-year-old Kate and their 

baby sister Bo, so that seventeen-year-old Matt, the gifted family scholar, may have the 

chance to be the first of their siblings to go to university and uphold Great-Grandmother 

Morrison’s family dream.33 In the end it is actually Kate, not Matt, who earns an 

undergraduate degree in zoology and continues on to become an assistant professor at an 

Ontario university located in a bustling city. But for Kate, the success she has had 

through her education brings a certain guilt – achievements made possible only because 

                                                        
33 Great-Grandmother Morrison’s dream was to see “her family educated and off the land” 
(Lawson 25). Kate’s father, the youngest son of Great-Grandmother Morrison’s youngest son, is 
the first member of the family to finish high school at the top of his class, which gives him the 
opportunity to go on with his education. Eventually, he begins working in a bank in Struan, but 
decides to raise his family in a farming community much like the one he grew up in. 
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of Luke’s “sacrifice” and of Matt’s “betrayal” of himself – as well as of a much deeper 

fear of loss,34 which ultimately affects her relationship with Matt (as a representation of 

her past) and Daniel (a boyfriend and colleague who represents her potential future). 

In an interview with The Writers’ Café, Lawson admits that “place is very 

fundamental to the book, partly because it’s set in an isolated little farming community, 

and the fact of it being isolated has quite a bearing on the relationships within the 

community. They tend to be close relationships there because they have to be; people rely 

on each other.” And indeed, when the Morrison siblings’ parents pass away, it is the 

Crow Lake community’s continual offers of support through cooked meals, babysitting, 

and job offers that demonstrate the small-town interconnectedness of the individuals who 

reside there – a link that mirrors the tiny ecosystem young Kate explores in her ponds and 

the interdependent relationships she discovers there.  

The constant tug Crow Lake has on Kate’s mind and memory as an adult 

accentuates how essential and impactful a childhood place of nature can be not just 

during the coming-of-age process, but even well into adulthood where the idea that 

maturity can ever be achieved seems to run counter to the idea of nature as process. 

Lawson admits on her author website that the setting for Crow Lake is part nostalgic – 

“Northern Ontario, with its lakes and rocks and forests, is the landscape I think of when I 

think of home, and I placed the story there purely for the pleasure of revisiting it in my 

mind” – and as we will see, it becomes this way for adult Kate, as well. Kate’s childhood 

formative moments in nature, symbolically represented by Crow Lake and the ponds she 
                                                        
34 Loss is both literal and metaphorical for Kate. As a child, Kate loses her parents and lives in 
fear of losing her siblings. As an adult, she fears losing the pond physically to environmental 
degradation, but it is also an extension of a fear for losing the memories she has invested within 
that childhood place of nature. 
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visits, is a special, enclosed space for her – so intimate, in fact, that she guards them for 

some time from individuals like her partner, Daniel, who constitutes an important part of 

her present day city life.  

Notably, the presence of her childhood ponds constantly, vividly, and repeatedly 

draws her back to the natural environment that has shaped and provided answers to the 

ontological questions of “‘Who am I?’ and ‘Who am I becoming?’” (Dobrin and Kidd 

11) that the coming-of-age process generates:  

There is no image of my childhood that I carry with me more clearly than that; a 

boy of perhaps fifteen or sixteen, fair-haired and lanky; beside him a little girl, 

fairer still, her hair drawn back in braids, her thin legs burning brown in the sun. 

They are both lying perfectly still, chins resting on the backs of their hands. He is 

showing her things. Or rather, things are drifting out from under rocks and 

shadows and showing themselves, and he is telling her about them. […]  

She is completely absorbed. (Lawson 4-5) 

Janet Burroway of The New York Times states that one of the ideas Lawson explores in 

her novel is “the force of childhood experience in adult choice.” For Kate, growing up by 

the ponds and learning from them under the guidance of her older brother, Matt, is where 

she becomes a child that both holds “a privileged relationship with nature,” as well as one 

that is “educated into a deeper – or at least different – awareness” (Dobrin and Kidd 7). 

The end result of that “childhood experience in adult choice” is that – like grown up 

Jérémie in Wildlives – Kate consciously assumes the active responsibility of a caretaker 

of nature through the academic field she has chosen and the research she devotedly 

conducts towards environmental conservation.  
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The role and place of the ponds in young Kate’s coming of age in nature carries 

with it a number of symbolic gestures, the first of which turns the environment into one 

that can offer a source of solace in the relationship between child and nature.35 In regards 

to her parents’ accident, the ponds are where Matt first breaks the news of their parents’ 

deaths to Kate and for two weeks after, they do not go back to visit at all. Nonetheless, 

when Matt initiates a return, it is anything but a negative experience for her – in fact, it is 

almost as if she has been unknowingly yearning for that particular space:  

[W]hen I saw [the ponds] again, when we slid down the bank to the first of them, 

I felt my spirits rise in spite of everything. The first one was ‘our’ pond, not just 

because it was the closest but because on one side there was a shelf four or five 

feet wide where the water was less than three feet deep. The water was clear and 

warm, and many of the pond dwellers congregated there, and of course you could 

see right to the bottom […] 

I lay down on my stomach, as I always did, and peered in. (Lawson 46) 

While the pond is an idyllic site in both the peaceful life forms she sees wriggling in the 

water and in the company she keeps (it is a carefree moment for her, Bo, and Matt and 

ends comically when Bo steps on her diaper out of excitement and falls in), it is also an 

environment that reflects Kate at this point in time as a “child as nature as well as 

innocence embodied” (Dobrin and Kidd 6): it is a golden period in her progress to 

maturity. Kate resuming her regular pose by the water is significant for it implies 

something of permanence, reliability, and the habitual as she begins to recover from a 

                                                        
35 In addition to solace, there is also an element of survival: “The trips with Matt to the ponds 
survived the tragedy which overtook the family at the beginning of the book, and partly through 
them, Kate manag[es] to survive it too” (Lawson qtd. in Random House). 
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loss that changes everything about her young life. Even the steady swish of the waves, 

Kate claims on a subsequent pond visit, is “the background to [her] life” and that “From 

the moment of [her] birth, [she] had never been without it” (Lawson 60). In yet another 

visit, Kate perceives pond watching “as therapy. There is something about water, even if 

you have no particular interest in the life forms within it” (101).  

According to Carol L. McClelland’s study of how nature reflects moods and 

feelings, one can draw “upon nature to describe the processes people [are] experiencing” 

and scenes in nature can mirror their own transitions through change or recovery (24). 

The ponds, for young Kate, do fluctuate within her consciousness as she grows in order 

to reflect her thoughts and feelings36 – something we saw earlier with Jérémie, and of 

which can also be extended to the narrator of “The Boat” and David of The Mountain and 

the Valley in Chapter 2. While Kate upholds a neutral, unemotional vow of silence as a 

physical way of coping with her parents’ deaths and the changes Aunt Annie’s presence 

implies,37 her continual return to the ponds, especially during times that upset her or 

when she is at a loss, ultimately reflects her need “to take root and to take place” in her 

surrounding environment in a regenerative way (Thayer 3; emphasis in original). Exiled 

from the house by Aunt Annie one afternoon so that she can continue the housework 

without Bo’s disruptive tantrums, Kate decides to bring her little sister to the ponds as a 

                                                        
36 The ponds are a site that reflect Kate’s internal changes as she struggles with her developing 
sense of self in relationship to place: they transform from representing the golden period of her 
childhood to a place that is desecrated twice over due to Matt’s “betrayal” and finally returns to a 
golden period in her adulthood that reflects her acceptance and new vision of Matt.  
37 Aunt Annie temporarily comes to stay with the Morrison siblings in order to help them take 
care of the house, sort through legal affairs, and prepare the siblings for an impending separation 
where they will be spread among their relatives in different parts of the province. This all 
changes, however, when Luke decides to forego teachers’ college to watch over Kate and Bo, so 
that Matt can continue his schooling.  
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way to calm them both down: “We sat on the hot sand and watched the lake. It was dead 

calm. You could just see it breathing, slow deep breaths under its flat, shining, silver 

skin” (Lawson 66). The animating quality of Kate’s vision of the pond emphasizes not 

just a human need to identify with – and to see herself somehow reflected within – the 

natural, but to also recognize the surrounding environment as a living, breathing entity all 

of its own: “that human identity may be constituted by our residence in a larger 

community of natural beings – our local bioregion” (Lynch et al. 4). Kate goes on to try 

and “still the whirlwind inside [of her]” (Lawson 66) – a mixture of inexpressible feelings 

and fearful thoughts of her family breaking apart – and she temporarily succeeds by 

concentrating on the intricacies found within the natural world around her. As she tries to 

teach Bo about the spider they find on the beach, the echo Kate creates between siblings 

(Matt taught her about a spider they once saw together in the same place) additionally 

reveals “an opening up [of] the human senses and sensibilities to the surrounding 

landscape” (McGinnis 8) that gestures towards how one may “grow out of the specific 

places that produc[e] them” (Lynch et al. 17).  

Kate’s love of nature as a child is carried forward into her adulthood and, as 

mentioned earlier, ultimately affects her educational choices. Yet running parallel to her 

academic development is a transformation of the comfort she remembers in her youth 

from the ponds into a real fear of losing that physical space within her lifetime. On a field 

trip one day to a small lake north of Toronto during the middle of her undergraduate 

degree, Kate partakes in a project that attempts to assess the impact holidaymakers have 

had on the environment over the summer months. As she collects her samples and 

transfers them back to the lab, Kate comes across a small unidentifiable blob, which she 
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later discovers to be a Notonecta (water boatman) covered in the sticky black lubricating 

oil from one of the lake’s many motorboats, “the delicate sensory hairs on his abdomen 

clogged, the breathing spiracles completely blocked” (Lawson 190). The water boatman 

brings back memories of Matt and subsequently her childhood, but moreover, her 

inability to promptly identify something that she had grown up with and should 

intimately know leaves her in serious reflection: 

I find it hard to explain now why I was so affected by it. All creatures die, and 

most of the ways they meet their end are pretty horrible when viewed in human 

terms. And it wasn’t that I hadn’t known about pollution – it is a major topic in all 

of the life sciences. Perhaps it was because the victim in this case was so well 

known to me. (190) 

The use of the word “victim” and the pronoun “he” in describing the Notonecta 

emphasizes that the creature is more than just an anonymous casualty of human 

carelessness in Kate’s mind. In her attempt to make sense of why she finds herself so 

affected by this death, there is also a sense of revulsion and sadness expressed towards 

what she sees. Her conclusion, that her reaction is because she “knew Notonecta well 

from [her] years with Matt” (190), ultimately links the “geographical terrain and a terrain 

of consciousness” (Berg and Dasmann 36) together. It is a reaction that is rooted in both 

an environmental perspective and a personal one: 

Whatever the reason, what I felt, looking at that tiny blackened body, was a 

mixture of horror and actual … grief. I had not consciously thought back to the 

ponds for some years, but now they came back to me, vividly. They were far too 

small for boating, of course, but there were countless other pollutants that could 
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rain down on them or seep into them from the surrounding soil. I imagined 

myself, going back to them one day in the future, looking into their depths and 

seeing … nothing. (Lawson 190)  

Environmentally speaking, it is in this moment that Kate firmly declares that she is going 

to be an invertebrate ecologist who specializes in the effects of pollution on the 

populations of freshwater ponds, and she takes comfort in the power of the blackened 

body of the Notonecta in order to combat a once “limitless wilderness [that no longer 

holds a] sense of inviolate life and assured continuance” (Litteljohn and Pearce 242). Her 

acceptance of the “role as caretaker and to feel[ing] a responsibility toward the natural 

world” (Rogers and Dufault 69) as an adult expresses an inherent desire to protect that 

moment in nature when she once saw her surrounding environment as boundless and 

carefree, but it also gives her “a purpose which [she] hadn’t even known [she] was 

lacking” and fuels a determination to add her “own tiny piece to the jigsaw of scientific 

knowledge” (Lawson 191; 196). 

On a more intimate level, the little blackened body of the Notonecta reminds Kate 

of home. Notably, this is the period in her life where she spends an increasing amount of 

time away from Crow Lake, the ponds, and her family due in part to her studies and lack 

of funds, which comments on the city-country polarity that, in general, complicates – and 

perhaps even endangers – any relationship with the natural environment.38 According to 

                                                        
38 When adult Kate finally comes around to sharing bits of Crow Lake with Daniel, their 
difference in opinion due to the urban-rural polarity is clear: “Daniel remarked – referring to me – 
that it seemed an unlikely environment to have produced an academic. That irritated me. Surely 
the most unlikely place to produce an academic is a city, with its noise and confusion and lack of 
time for thought or contemplation” (Lawson 243). Kate’s reaction demonstrates that, while she is 
not necessarily open to revealing that part of her childhood, she is very much in defense of her 
home, bioregion, and what a human’s relationship is with that natural environment. 
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Peter H. Kahn, Jr. and Stephen R. Kellert, “people take the natural environment they 

encounter during childhood as the norm against which they measure environmental 

degradation later in their life” (xii). For Kate, the “fear – almost a terror – that the ponds 

themselves […] may not survive” (Lawson qtd. in Random House) is not just an 

expression of environmental conservation of a bioregion and its inhabitants. It is also an 

anxiety of losing a large part of her foundation – the golden period of her childhood 

alongside the ponds and the formative moments in her environmental education.  

But more than that, Kate’s sorrowful prospect of “seeing … nothing” in a polluted 

pond (Lawson 190) is also an extension of the broken relationship she has as an adult 

with Matt and the dangers of not extending her passion for the environment to the 

maintenance of her own human relationships – connections which ironically began and 

flourished in nature. While the ponds do connect Kate to the golden moments of 

innocence and carefree growth encouraged by her surroundings, she owes this experience 

to Matt, who has nurtured that love of nature in her by sharing his own affections for it. 

As such, the ponds additionally become a “symbol of closeness” (Lawson qtd. in 

Random House) that Kate, as an adult, is in danger of losing with Matt if she cannot 

overcome the resentment she feels towards him. 

Adult Kate comes to realize the true state of her relationship with her older 

brother when she has a vivid flashback in the middle of a lecture to her third year 

undergraduates a week before her journey to Crow Lake for Simon’s party. Losing her 

train of thought in the middle of an explanation about the hydrophobic nature of hair piles 

of specific arthropods to her students, Kate flashes back to herself and Matt in their 

“usual pose, flat on [their] bellies beside the pond, [their] heads hanging out over the 
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water” (Lawson 197) trying to figure out how the beetle they find survives its 

submergence into water without drowning. As Kate snaps back to the present and sifts 

through her notes in an attempt to carry on with the lecture, she finds that she is unable to 

go on as she silently compares her own childhood experience in nature under “Matt’s 

amazement and delight” (199) to those belonging to the ones sitting and yawning in front 

of her: 

How many of the students reclining in front of me would have had the 

opportunity to see what I had seen, let alone in the company of someone like 

Matt? Most of them were city kids; some had never seen a real pond in their lives 

until they went on one of our field trips. This lecture was their first introduction to 

this particular subject. And they were more unfortunate than they knew, because 

if things had turned out differently, it would have been Matt standing in front of 

them instead of me. If that had been the case, not one of them would have been 

yawning. I am not exaggerating this. I am not glorifying him. It’s a fact. If Matt 

had been speaking to them, they would have been riveted. (199-200) 

Kate admits that, without Matt as her guide to nature, she “would have observed, but 

[she] would not have wondered” at the “miraculous” things before her (199). Now 

occupying the teacher role that once belonged to him, Kate is the one who is meant to 

inspire that same enchantment in her own students’ environmental imagination in the 

classroom. According to Lawson, Kate and Matt “share so much without the need for 

words” because of the fascination they share with the whole life that is contained in the 

water for them (The Writers’ Café), and Kate perceives her inability to replicate that 

same fascination in her students as a betrayal of Matt. 
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 Kate’s guilt resides in her belief that it should be Matt, not her, that stands in front 

of the lecture hall with the education she possesses. Ultimately, her focus on his alleged 

failure39 prevents her from seeing what is special about Matt: “not his academic potential 

but his genuine interest in and love for the land, and love for the study of science quite 

regardless of whether or not he managed to study it officially and formally in a 

university” (Lawson qtd. in The Writers’ Café). Because Kate cannot see this, her own 

view of the ponds becomes temporarily marred and they no longer carry the golden 

innocence of before. As mentioned earlier, the trips Kate takes with Matt to the ponds 

help her recover from the loss of their parents, but those trips do not survive Matt’s 

betrayal: 

Our visits to the ponds, which had formed such a fundamental part of my life that 

I had imagined them to be without number and without end, were in fact almost 

over. By the following September the ponds themselves would have been 

desecrated twice over, as far as I was concerned, and for some years after that I 

did not visit them at all. And when I did, it was without Matt, and it was not the 

same. (Lawson 218) 

While Kate’s relationship with Matt begins to disintegrate at this point and is wedged 

even further once she leaves for school, it is evident that her trips to the ponds by herself 

are an attempt to recover an earlier time in her life when the familiarity with the 

                                                        
39 Matt’s “betrayal” in the eyes of Kate is from the time she catches him with Marie Pye (the 
daughter of another farming family in the community with their own tragic history) on the beach 
together. Marie later becomes pregnant with Simon, which spoils Matt’s chances of taking his 
university scholarship and leaving Crow Lake behind. It also upsets the “glorious plan” Matt 
makes with Kate when the latter first receives news of his scholarship: “‘When I finish university, 
if I’ve done really well I’ll be able to get a good job and earn lots of money. And then I’ll pay for 
you to go to university too. And when you’ve done, the two us will pay for Bo and Luke to go. 
That’s my plan’” (Lawson 230).  
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environment offered her a place of solace, as well as a strong connection to Matt as 

symbolized through the love they share of the land. Notably, Kate separates her life into 

two worlds when she leaves Crow Lake – the one with Matt and the ponds (her past), and 

the other with her partner Daniel (the present), whose childhood is the antithesis of 

Kate’s. Raised by academic parents, Daniel spends his childhood “packing and 

unpacking as one or other of his parents [take] up a year’s posting as ‘visiting professor’ 

somewhere or other” (38-39), which gives him the appearance, in Kate’s eyes, of a 

sophistication that she, coming from a small farming community, lacks. This gradually 

changes, however, when Daniel misguidedly thinks Barrie, Ontario, is the answer to 

Kate’s “Haven’t you ever been up north?” (38). Her astonishment that he, a “life scientist 

who’s never been out in his own backyard” (39), lacks any deeper connection to 

landscape besides through that which he researches and teaches once again puts Kate’s 

own upbringing by the ponds and, subsequently, her relationship with the brother who 

helped her achieve that identity through nature, in perspective.  

 As Kate gradually reveals snippets of her Crow Lake childhood to Daniel over the 

days leading up to their visit for Simon’s birthday, her openness parallels the beginnings 

of her own internal process to reimagine Matt and, by association, the ponds in a different 

light. Earlier in the novel, Kate thinks back to the time she attended a conference in 

Edmonton and flew very low over northern Ontario on the way back. While the view 

from the plane is not Crow Lake specifically, it reminds her of home and alters her 

perspective of it as she “home[s] in on it […] circling lower and lower so that more and 

more details become clear” (Lawson 94). In a similar way, Kate also works her way back 

to Crow Lake, Matt, and the ponds from this outside-in perspective: 



104 

 

That last stretch of the journey from Toronto to Crow Lake always takes me by 

the throat. Partly it’s the familiarity; I know every tree, every rock, every boggy 

bit of marshland so well, that even though I almost always arrive after dark I can 

feel them around me, lying there in the darkness as if they were my own bones. 

Partly too, it is the sensation of going back in time, moving from ‘now’ to ‘then,’ 

and the recognition that wherever you are now and wherever you may be in the 

future, nothing alters the point you started from. (259) 

The “things that you experience as a child get into your bones at a more fundamental 

level than anything else,” Lawson voices during an interview with McGill Alumni 

Quarterly; and indeed, Kate’s visceral response to and emotional regard for the larger 

landscape that protects her childhood place of nature provides an intrinsic connection 

between the self and place. Kate’s likening of the physical structures of the environment 

to her own human frame expresses that the bioregion is still a vital place which allows 

her to thrive, even if she is no longer a child living within that exact environment.40  

 The trip back home for Kate additionally offers her an opportunity for a renewal 

that “conserves” on all fronts. After difficult talks with both Marie and Daniel,41 Kate 

steps back to quietly contemplate what has truly separated her and her brother – her 

inability to forgive him, her hero and guide, for failing to make something more of 

himself and for her being the one to pick up what he had let slip away. When Matt 

suggests that she take Daniel back to the ponds, Kate envisions her brother “stealing a 

                                                        
40 Kate also admits that the feeling continually grounds and supports her: it “anchors me and 
helps me to know who I am” (Lawson 259).  
41 Marie and Daniel express that “the real tragedy” (Lawson 282) is that Kate either cannot or 
refuses to see that Matt has come to terms with his loss a long time ago. This refusal or ignorance 
is why Matt and Kate lose the closeness they once had.  
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few moments from the incessant demands of the farm, walking back to the ponds, 

standing, alone, looking into their depths” (Lawson 276). Although Kate does not know 

what Matt observes when he looks in, it is evident that he does not see the literal and 

metaphorical “nothing” that Kate herself has come to fear.  

When Kate spots Matt and Daniel – the two worlds she has kept separate for years 

– together “walking slowly, heads down” (Lawson 289) in deep discussion amid the party 

festivities, it is only then that she realizes how avoidance has harmed more than helped 

her relationship with Matt and her inability to revisit the ponds as an adult. As a site of 

self-discovery, the ponds occupy a space that is both susceptible to change yet somehow 

remains “always the same” (Lawson qtd. in Random House) – and Kate finds this to be 

especially true when she returns with not just Matt, but Daniel, as well: 

The evening was the best though. The evening will stay with me. After supper, 

when the clearing-up was done and Simon had gone off with his friends, Matt and 

I sprayed Daniel from head to toe with insect repellant and took him back to the 

ponds. Matt has filled in the one where Laurie’s body was found and planted a 

small group of silver birches on it. They were just coming into leaf and looked 

very peaceful. 

 The other ponds, our pond included, are just as they have always been. 

(Lawson 291)42 

                                                        
42 Laurie Pye, Marie’s brother, falls on a plough blade during an aggressive fight with his father, 
Calvin, who later shoots himself when questioned by the police about his son’s disappearance. By 
chance, the police later discover an old feed sack with Laurie’s body inside caught on a jutting 
piece of rock in one of the deeper ponds. When Matt and Marie marry, Matt fills in that pond and 
memorializes Laurie with the birches Kate sees during her visit.  
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With this closing scene of the novel, Kate comes full circle by returning to her childhood 

place of nature with Matt and demonstrates the revelation she has gained by sharing this 

secret space and intimate moment with Daniel. Her expression that the ponds “are just as 

they have always been” (291) indicates the familiar, safe, and comforting space that she 

relied on as a youth is still able to offer itself in this way to her now as an adult.  

 

Conclusion 

  In exploring the relationship between the act(ion) of conservation in adulthood 

with – and as a result of – the early development of a positive response to nature during 

the coming-of-age process, the characters of Jérémie and Kate are two examples that 

reveal how contemporary authors from Quebec and Ontario might be thinking about the 

larger Canadian literary environmental scene. As is evident from their interviews, Proulx 

and Lawson both have a close connection to their respective bioregions; however, in 

discussing various levels of environmental degradation within their narratives, it is also 

apparent that they partake in a certain fear for future generations and what may happen if 

they are not educated into a deeper ecological knowledge and awareness of their natural 

surroundings. 

 As such, the use of conservation as the specific end result of Jérémie’s and Kate’s 

growths to maturity in nature not only allow Proulx and Lawson to emphasize that “a 

wilderness experience [can be an important] catalyst of change, growth, and self-

revelation for the Canadian protagonist” (Litteljohn and Pearce 142) – it also allows them 

to champion conservation as a form of protection that seeks the proper use of nature 

where humans may additionally have positive roles within that relationship. For Jérémie, 
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the ability to enact change through conservation strongly affirms a dedication to the 

responsible and passionate role that being a “caretaker of nature” (Rogers and Dufault 

69) entails. Moreover, this becomes a testament to the nurturing relationships he has with 

Lila and Simon, both of whom take up guide-to-nature roles that come to effectively 

shape Jérémie’s future self and help to transform what could have been a negative 

confrontation with the environment into a more constructive encounter. In entrusting his 

childhood place of nature to Melissa Clémont of Sustainable Development, Jérémie – on 

the one hand – ensures that environmental mandates and measures will be taken and 

applied to protect the bioregion of his youth, while – on the other hand – also protecting 

his childhood self in the very pristine way quoted at the end of this chapter’s Wildlives 

section. It is also here that Jérémie acknowledges that this nature must have some sort of 

human interaction – his definition of the “proper” use of nature within the definition of 

conservation entails observation, enjoyment, and the opportunity to immerse oneself 

within it without being a destructive force. 

 Likewise, Kate’s ability to enact conservational change manifests itself through 

her profession as an ecologist investigating the effects of pollution on freshwater ponds. 

Inspired by her brother Matt (who both guides her most formative childhood moments 

and inspires her with his own love of nature), Kate’s dedication transforms her from an 

apprentice caretaker of nature into an empathetic protector with a more nuanced 

ecological knowledge and consciousness. In her apprehension of one day going back to 

her childhood place of nature and “seeing … nothing” (Lawson 190), Kate projects a fear 

of losing not only the physical environment that was so crucial to her own development, 

but also the childhood memories she has invested and recorded within that natural space. 
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As such – and in a similar way to Jérémie – Kate’s work becomes one way in which she 

can actively participate in ensuring both environmental continuity and a sort of 

permanence of the childhood self in relationship to the place that she values.  

 In contrast to the fixed, melancholic attitudes that keep the narrator of MacLeod’s 

“The Boat” and David of Buckler’s The Mountain and the Valley trapped within a 

reflective state towards the environment, Jérémie’s and Kate’s acts of conservation mark 

a progression towards an increasingly active relationship with nature – one that will 

continue to be explored under two different bioregional themes with the remaining child 

figures of this dissertation. Additionally, guide-to-nature figures become more prominent 

in nurturing the child’s ecological development and awareness, as does a sense of the 

child figure fulfilling the common coming-of-age motif of the journey, complete with 

trials.43  

 That said, in looking towards sustainable dwelling and the prairies, the wilderness 

described in Wildlives and Crow Lake provides an interesting contrast to the wilderness 

found in Chapter 4’s Who Has Seen the Wind and Truth and Bright Water, where densely 

inhabited areas raise the question of a childhood place of nature that is “wild” 

(uninhabited) versus one that is “cultivated” (inhabited). According to Lawrence Buell, 

wilderness “literally refers to a spatial area” and, in modern times, has also acquired a 

                                                        
43 While I let the bioregional themes of each chapter guide my discussion overall, this is not to 
say that the protagonists in Chapters 2, 3, and 4 are excluded from the journey motif discussed in 
more detail with Chapter 5. In fact, the narrator’s and David’s journeys are both linear (the 
former’s is left unconcluded; the latter’s ends in death) and more psychological than physical 
(both hinge upon memories and nostalgia). Jérémie’s and Kate’s journeys are also linear due to a 
sense of continuity in the endings to their stories, but could – arguably – be interpreted as circular 
as both return to their childhood places of nature as adults. The journeys of Chapter 4 (for Brian 
and Tecumseh) are linear as both narratives imply that the boys will continue to move into the 
future. 



109 

 

statutory definition “to denote large parcels of basically undisturbed land without 

permanent human inhabitants – in order to create which, aboriginal dwelling, hunting, 

and religious practices have often been abridged” (Future 148). In this way, the 

wilderness found in Wildlives, for example, displays a conservation effect that has more 

to do with “the wilderness next door” – Jérémie’s Laurentian wilderness is separate from 

the city he comes from – rather than the wilderness in Who Has Seen the Wind and Truth 

and Bright Water, which is where the child is (for Brian and Tecumseh, the prairies are 

the only places they know).  
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Chapter 4 

The Child and Sustainable Dwelling on the Prairies  

W.O. Mitchell’s Who Has Seen the Wind and Thomas King’s Truth and 

Bright Water  

 

What loves the wind in this spare land? […] Of the grasses, it is the wheat. At dusk, the 
golden heads ripe with seeds nod and dream they are that ancient glacial ocean, swelling 
and breaking, moon-pulled: you feel an undertow at the edges of the fields and want to go 
under. 

Lorna Crozier, Small Beneath the Sky: A Prairie Memoir 
 
 
Prairie is ambiguous, luminous, shifting. 

Maureen Scott Harris, “Being Homesick, Writing Home” 
 
 
Expose a child to a particular environment at his susceptible time and he will perceive in 
the shapes of that environment until he dies. 

Wallace Stegner, Wolf Willow: A History, a Story, and a Memory of the Last 
Plains Frontier 

 
 
I knew the prairie in the hands-in-every-crevice detail that only a child can, and it was, 
for me, a place of magic. 

J.B. MacKinnon, The Once and Future World: Nature As It Was, As It Is, As It 
Could Be  

 
 
 
 
 
 

For six and a half minutes during the Opening Ceremony to the 2010 Olympic 

games, Canadians across the country and everyone else watching from around the world 

witnessed Vancouver’s BC Place Stadium transform itself into one of the most iconic 
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visions of the Canadian Prairies. With the stadium cast in a deep, expansive blue and a 

projected image of a single golden square of prairie wheat rustling gently at its centre, the 

prairies were given over to its most elemental features of wind, land, and sky as a young 

boy on fly wire soared and tumbled through the arena, bringing to life patches of golden 

wheat that magically appeared at the touch of his foot and a sweep of his hand before 

merging together to cover the entire stadium.  

 As part of “The Landscape of a Dream” cultural section to the Ceremony, the 

inspiration behind this prairie vision – W.O. Mitchell’s Who Has Seen the Wind – was 

both a tribute to and celebration of a regional landscape and its people.44 From the 

opening passage about discovering one’s mortality, read from the novel by Donald 

Sutherland, to the aerialist Thomas Saulgrain’s expressive response to the projected 

pieces of prairie that swayed beneath him, we are reminded not only of the stories that 

shape the prairie geography of our literary and artistic imaginations, but also of the 

connection between the self (especially the child self) and the bioregional space where 

growth can “take root and […] take place” (Thayer 3; emphasis in original).  

In reference to some of the earliest works of prairie fiction – Edward McCourt’s 

Walk Through the Valley (1958), Wallace Stegner’s Wolf Willow (1955), Gabrielle Roy’s 

Street of Riches (1957),45 Mitchell’s novel, Frederick Philip Grove’s Over Prairie Trails 

(1922), and Sinclair Ross’ As for Me and My House (1941) – Eli Mandel observes that “It 

is particularly interesting to notice how often the child-figure is connected with the 

                                                        
44 “The Landscape of a Dream” cultural section consisted of six segments/tributes to different 
regions of Canada with the purpose of celebrating Canada’s diverse geography and people 
(Friesen). 
45 Roy’s novel was originally published in French as Rue Deschambault in 1955 before its 
translation into English in 1957. 
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prairie landscape” (205-206) and he reasons that a child-centric focus on the prairie 

allows the regional world to become that of the world of childhood:  

Why the Child figure? One obvious reason is that from the adult’s point of view 

the child’s vision is a vision of innocence […]; another way of putting this is that 

the child’s vision – again from the adult’s point of view – is of home; and that 

surely is the essence of what we mean by a region, the overpowering feeling of 

nostalgia associated with the place we know as the first place, the first vision of 

things, the first clarity of things. (206)  

While Mandel originally published these thoughts in 1973, the issues and themes 

surrounding the child’s relationship with the prairie landscape (such as the movement 

from innocence to experience, a sense of home and the notion of place, the feeling of 

nostalgia, and the landscape as “a region of the mind” (206)) still fascinate us today, even 

if our focus has shifted more towards the environmental in our “clamour to be ‘green’” 

(Ricou, “So Big About Green” 3).46 Jenny Kerber’s book-length study, Writing in Dust: 

Reading the Prairie Environmentally, is one such recent example where contemporary 

environmental problems are pushed to the forefront by exploring “a sense of context” that 

uses prairie narratives to situate “crises within broader social, historical, and political 

matrices” (2).  

                                                        
46 Mandel’s observations about the child’s vision from an adult’s point of view also provides an 
interesting link between the protagonists discussed thus far (the narrator, David, Jérémie, and 
Kate) as all four are able to look back upon their childhoods from an adult perspective at some 
point during their respective narratives. While the narrator and David linger melancholically 
(echoing Mandel’s “overpowering feeling of nostalgia” (206)), adult Jérémie and Kate are able to 
build upon the “child’s vision” more positively through their roles as caretakers of nature. The 
protagonists of Chapter 4, as we will see, follow – or rather, demonstrate that they have the 
potential to follow – that positive path in a similar way.  
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While climate and geography still characterize much of prairie writing, our ideas 

about “the prairie environment as a lost paradise, a promised land, or an unforgiving 

wasteland” (Kerber 5) have altered. Alison Calder and Robert Wardhaugh in History, 

Literature, and the Writing of the Canadian Prairies point out that the prairies are 

continually unfolding from the images of the Dirty Thirties or “the romanticized, golden 

glow of a nostalgic small-town sunset” that have become “permanently frozen” in our 

minds (3); and according to Kerber, the environmental focus in prairie literature has 

“begun to open up new avenues of inquiry, inviting us to consider how texts shape 

people’s understandings of their surrounding environments” (7).  

The bioregional theme of this chapter, sustainable dwelling, is one of those 

avenues and influenced by Kerber’s own use of the term in her work. While she does not 

provide an exact definition for the concept, Kerber does describe how she interprets 

stories of aetiology (“talk about origins”) and eschatology (“talk about endings”) as 

contributing to a vision of sustainable dwelling on the prairies in the twenty-first century 

(5). In using the “boy’s-eye view of prairie life” (Whitaker 82) with sustainable dwelling 

in mind, I would like to expand on Kerber’s thoughts to ask how the child figure 

develops a future vision of himself as contributor to a literal and metaphorical sustaining 

of his dwelling as a childhood place of nature.  

In contrast to Wildlives’ Jérémie, Crow Lake’s Kate, MacLeod’s narrator, and The 

Mountain and the Valley’s David (all of whom reach adulthood in their respective 

narratives, and thus, reveal various levels of impact that childhood experiences in nature 

can have on the adult self), the two protagonists discussed here – Brian O’Connal in 

Mitchell’s Who Has Seen the Wind (1947) and Tecumseh in Thomas King’s Truth and 
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Bright Water (1999) – are still children at the end of their narratives. Despite this 

difference, however, Brian and Tecumseh do achieve a more mature outlook, which 

allows them to not only transcend their physical childhood bodies, but also to accentuate 

their future potential to use their new ecological knowledge and awareness. The 

“fluctuations”47 Brian and Tecumseh additionally experience throughout their coming-of-

age processes in nature ultimately prepare them to confidently assume the new roles they 

have either chosen or inherited in order to continue working towards the sustainable 

vision of the prairie environment initiated within their own development as ecocitizens. 

In comparing Brian’s and Tecumseh’s stories, I will keep in mind that King’s text is 

written from an Indigenous point of view with a different philosophy of the land and the 

environment. 

 

“This soil is rich”: W.O. Mitchell’s Who Has Seen the Wind 

Praised as a quintessential prairie novel and a classic of Canadian literature, Who 

Has Seen the Wind (1947) is not only considered to be Mitchell’s best-known work (CBC 

Books), but has also produced a significant body of criticism that demonstrates just how 

compelling the story of a young boy’s growth on the Saskatchewan prairies during the 

1930s remains. From D.G. Jones’ remarks on the novel as a struggle between a garrison 

culture and the land (Butterfly on Rock: A Study of Themes and Images in Canadian 

Literature) and Dick Harrison’s observations of Brian’s story as the culmination of a 

tradition of sentimental comedy in prairie fiction (Unnamed Country: The Struggle for a 

Canadian Prairie Fiction) to Laurie Ricou’s investigations of Brian’s language and 
                                                        
47 The ups and downs that have the potential to either enhance a positive attitude towards nature 
or to negate it at various points in one’s growth. 
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learning (Everyday Magic: Child Languages in Canadian Literature) and the link 

between Brian’s character development and the physical environment (Vertical 

Man/Horizontal World: Man and Landscape in Canadian Prairie Fiction), the young 

protagonist’s search for God within the coming-of-age motifs of innocence to experience 

and self-discovery “maps a peculiarly Canadian journey and destination” (Harrison, 

Intimations of Mortality 17). In more recent criticism on the novel, Kerber’s ecocritical 

evaluation of the narrative traces the changing forms of nature knowledge found through 

Brian’s relationship with his farmer uncle, Sean O’Connal, as well as Sean’s contrasting 

and untraditional agricultural methods to the antagonistic Bent Candy, who farms the 

land without considering the wider economic or ecological consequences of his choices. 

Going beyond the common interpretation of Who Has Seen the Wind as the expression of 

a desire to return to a simpler, more rural prairie past, Kerber explores, amongst other 

things, how Brian and his uncle’s relationship revolves around the passing on of 

“practical ecological knowledge [as] connected with a sense of wonder and respect for 

nature’s beneficence as well as its destructiveness” (57).  

The child-adult relationship with Sean is, of course, foundational to Brian’s 

environmental experience in nature, but it is not without its counterpart in the child-child 

relationship Brian nurtures with the Young Ben, another boy a few years older than he. 

As Sean exposes his nephew to the rational side action can take in ecological stewardship 

of the bioregion, Brian enters into an apprenticeship-like situation that is as unstructured 

and experimental as the methods Sean comes up with to solve the problem of soil drifting 

with which Mitchell carefully opens the novel. The Young Ben’s youthful, “wild child” 

attitude, on the other hand, allows Brian to explore the more emotional and intuitive 
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approach action can take towards the bioregion. While both individuals (in their spheres 

of the adult world and the child world) and their expressions of action towards the prairie 

environment are seemingly contradictory, Sean and the Young Ben ultimately do support 

the development of Brian’s nature education “into a deeper – or at least – different 

awareness” (Dobrin and Kidd 7) in an equitable way. It is through a balance between the 

rational and the emotional that Brian will shape the way in which he grows into a dirt 

doctor and enacts his own future vision of sustainable dwelling. 

In learning to be “an active participant in his world” (Ricou, “Language and 

Learning” 49), Brian – “a dark wishbone of a child wrapped in reflection” (Mitchell 10) – 

demonstrates very early on that he is acutely aware of his environment and develops a 

thoughtful approach to the relationship he currently perceives himself to have with the 

prairies. His first formative moment, in particular, accentuates his intuitive sense of 

dwelling: 

[Brian] looked up to find that the street had stopped. Ahead lay the sudden 

emptiness of the prairie. For the first time in his four years of life he was alone on 

the prairie. 

 He had seen it often, from the veranda of his uncle’s farmhouse, or at the 

end of a long street, but till now he had never heard it. The hum of telephone 

wires along the road, the ring of hidden crickets, the stitching sound of 

grasshoppers, the sudden relief of a meadow lark’s song, were deliciously strange 

to him. Without hesitation he crossed the road and walked out through the hip-

deep grass stirring in the steady wind; the grass clung at his legs, haloed fox-tails 
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bowed before him; grasshoppers sprang from hidden places in the grass, 

clicketing ahead of him to disappear, then lift again. (Mitchell 10-11) 

With an innocently “vivid concreteness [that is] strongly aural and tactile” (Harrison, 

Intimations 27), Brian’s encounter with the prairie environment at this moment is 

“literally alive with activity” (27) and provides an echo to the opening pages of the novel 

as both display a view of “the earth […] in motion” (Kerber 58). As Kerber notes, the 

novel’s visual opening “is elemental in its simplicity” and the view of the landscape is 

“composed of [the] seemingly immutable vertical and horizontal axes” that have inspired 

numerous aesthetic interpretations of the prairies (58): “Here was the least common 

denominator of nature, the skeleton requirements simply, of land and sky – Saskatchewan 

prairie” (Mitchell 3). The sense of permanence given to the setting, however, is called 

into question when a wind, “gentle at first, barely stroking the long grasses and giving 

them life” (3) transforms into “a long hot gusting” (3) that lifts the nutrient-rich topsoil 

and piles it “in barrow pits along the roads, or in deep banks against the fences” (3). 

Brian is “little affected by the environmental ramifications of this soil drifting” (Kerber 

58) found in the opening passage to the novel, but it can also be seen as a subtle gesture 

towards Sean, who is directly affected by the prairie’s responses to climate change. In 

this way, Sean not only becomes an advocate for change – he is also brought into the 

childhood place of nature as a guardian figure and as someone who can inspire Brian to 

do more to sustain this bioregion. 

 Sean additionally brings the prairie environment into Brian’s domestic sphere in 

noteworthy ways. From giving Brian grains of wheat to chew on during his visits, or 

voicing his honest opinion that he “‘like[s] to see a kid in overalls’” (Mitchell 14) when 
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Mrs. MacMurray (Brian’s grandmother) forces Brian into a constrictive “‘puhtatuh 

sack’” (15) of a middy, Sean openly advocates that children should not be “denied or 

discouraged from outward-bound forms of nature experience” (Dobrin and Kidd 2). But 

the most significant – albeit unintentional – way Sean mediates the natural world within 

the home is through the conversations he has with Gerald (Brian’s father) in Brian’s 

presence:  

‘Awful! She’s plum awful, Gerald! Stupid!’ [Sean] cried. ‘They [the other 

farmers of the town] never hearda strip farmin’ an’ they don’t wanta hear! ‘Plant 

yer crops,’ I tell’ em, ‘in strips acrosst the prevailin’ winds – fight the wind an’ 

fight the driftin’ – stop clawin’ her plumb back fer wheat or oats or barley or flax! 

Farm her with her hearts an’ brain, you stubble-jumpin’ sonsa hunyacks! Git off 

yer black prats an’ raise some pigs an’ cattle too! Fergit ye goddam little red 

tractors an’ yer goddam yella-wheeled cars an’ yer trips to Washington an’ 

Oregon an’ California! 

‘Jist look at her – creased an’ pocked an’ cracked – no grass to hold the 

topsoil down! That’s what happens when you crop her out an’ away fer the winter 

– then back agin in the spring to scratch at her agin – on agin off agin an’ away 

agin! You wanta travel an’ so does she! I seen her travelin’ on a first-class ticket 

by air – she’s bin to the Coast with you – a thousand million sections of her – 

black cloudsa dust blacker than all yer greedy souls – lifted up an’ travelin’ – 

travelin’ clear to Jesus!’ (Mitchell 18) 

“[F]rom a bewildered man, watching dry winds lick up the topsoil from his land [during 

the drought years], to a man with a message” (18), Sean’s passionate advocacy for crop 
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rotation and investing year-round care of the land showcases his “ecological foresight” 

(Kerber 58), respect for the bioregion, as well as his dedication to practicing innovative 

ways of helping the prairie through his irrigation project (the details of which are notably 

also shared at the dinner table with the whole family present, including Brian). As briefly 

mentioned earlier, other townsfolk such as Bent Candy fail to recognize the truth of 

Sean’s “socio-ecological pragmatism” (61) out of their desires and expectations that the 

land will always provide a profit no matter how carelessly it is exploited. But whether 

Brian is “half-dazed and hypnotized by the spell of his uncle’s words” (Mitchell 19) or 

quietly absorbing the details of these adult to adult conversations, the message has 

already been passed on to him: the prairie is sick and needs help.  

Although Brian’s attitude towards the natural environment undergoes positive and 

negative fluctuations that will be discussed in detail further on, it becomes clear by the 

end of the novel that his decision to become a dirt doctor is greatly impacted by the ways 

in which Sean models the exchange of “ecological and social knowledge” (Kerber 63). 

This type of knowledge sharing is a necessity not only for the younger generation to 

continue what the previous generation has started, but also for how one can envision the 

future self within the role of caregiver and guardian of the prairie bioregion when the 

coming-of-age process is complete. While Mitchell ends the novel with Brian at the age 

of eleven (which implies that there is much more growing to do on his way to adulthood), 

it is interesting to note that the young protagonist’s decision to become a dirt doctor is 

revealed in the form of a conversation between Sean and Maggie (Brian’s mother): 

‘Do you think Brian will be takin’ over the store?’ 
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‘It’s a long time yet,’ said Maggie. ‘You seem to have put an idea in his 

head.’ 

‘Me? What?’ 

‘He says he’d like to be a – dirt doctor’ 

‘Dirt doctor!’ 

‘He’s heard you say that the prairie’s sick. Evidently you’ve told him what 

has been already done about rust – that there could never be another rust year like 

1935. He has mentioned a new wheat too – being developed in Russia – a 

perennial.’ Maggie gazed a moment at Sean. ‘I’m told that you think it would be 

the – clear rig for this country – for feed – to prevent soil drifting. Brian tells me it 

wouldn’t winter-kill. His last composition for Mr. Digby was, ‘Why People 

Should Raise Cows in Southern Saskatchewan.’’  

‘The hell it was!’ 

Maggie nodded her head. ‘Irrigation.’ 

Sean got up. He stood with his elbow on the mantel, his red mustaches 

moving jerkily. ‘You figger you can swing it? University?’ 

‘I think so.’ 

‘Next summer,’ said Sean, ‘wouldn’t be a bad idea if he was to come out 

with me for part of the holidays.’ 

‘Why – Sean, that would be very –’ 

‘Be doin’ me a favor – have somebody ’round listens to what I say – an’ 

I’ll learn him. I’ll learn him to be a dirt doctor.’ Sean went back to his chair. ‘You 

got that there composition around?’ 
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‘It’s in my sewing basket,’ said Maggie. 

‘Let me have a look at the goddam thing,’ said Sean. (Mitchell 288-289) 

Although situated in the adult world with the logistics of how to achieve dirt doctor status 

through academics (attending university) and practical experience (a future 

apprenticeship with Sean on the farm), Brian’s decision and Sean and Maggie’s 

discussion of it confirms two things: Sean’s success in sharing his environmental vision 

with Brian, as well as Brian’s ability to positively participate in the exchange of 

environmental knowledge and practice at this stage in his continued growth. While, 

according to Sean and Maggie, Brian’s future actions towards the bioregion will be 

pragmatic ones based in a deep sense of responsibility towards the social world, Brian’s 

environmentally charged relationship with the Young Ben will ultimately impart a way to 

balance it with the emotional sense of wonder that initially attracts him to the prairie 

landscape and stirs the unnamable “feeling” he experiences. 

While the topics of soil drifting, crop rotation, and raising farm animals on the 

prairie are important for Brian to be surrounded by, he finds Sean’s language – and the 

vocabulary itself – to be just as powerful. Before Brian is able to use writing as a form of 

exchange between environmental ideas and knowledge, he chooses to express his 

relationship to place through an emulation of Sean’s cursing – something that slowly 

flourishes throughout the narrative and strongly culminates during his stay on Sean’s 

farm. According to Ricou, Brian’s cursing – especially when he objects to the killing of a 

runt pig on his uncle’s farm – indicates his most rebellious act of the novel. In giving 

“‘Two million, five hundred thousand goddams’” (Mitchell 217) as he runs with the runt 

pig in his arms and begins to swear with “a touch of the lilt that was in Sean’s own voice” 
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(218), Brian adopts a “new-found fluency [that] guarantees [his] independence, his 

determination to think for himself, his passion for the land, and his respect for other 

people and creatures” (Ricou, “Language and Learning” 56).  

 However, Brian’s reactions to his surrounding environment are not always as 

positive. Shortly after the pig incident, an upset Brian (Sean makes sure he does not go 

unpunished for the outburst) wanders away from the farm and finds himself alone with 

the prairie: 

He watched the wagon shrink down the road, and he thought of Jappy, who had 

been run down over two years ago. 

A meadow lark sang, and the prairie was a suddenly vaster place. There 

must be lots of miles left for him to go yet, he thought, for he could see no sign of 

the town. […] 

 A strange lightness was in him, as though he were separated from himself 

and could see himself walking down the prairie trail. It was as though he watched 

an ant crawling up a stem, or a fly moving over a broad ceiling. […] 

 The sunlight bathed the prairie’s stooks, haystacks, and fields with subtle 

light; gray clouds blackened; those near the prairie’s edge blushed pink, salmon, 

rose. A titaree-ing killdeer called in the dusk. 

 The night wind had two voices; one that keened along the pulsing wires, 

the prairie one that throated long and deep. Brian could feel its chill reaching for 

the very center of him, and he hunched his shoulders as he felt the wincing of his 

very core against it. (Mitchell 227-228) 
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This moment begins much like his first time alone with the prairie: the beauty of the 

landscape moves him; he perceives the features of his environment with detailed clarity; 

and the feeling appears, albeit slightly differently than before. As Bruce Litteljohn and 

Jon Pearce state in their anthology Marked by the Wild: An Anthology of Literature 

Shaped by the Canadian Wilderness, “a wilderness experience is often the catalyst of 

change, growth, and self-revelation for the Canadian protagonist” (142); and that 

difference for Brian lies in the evolution of the wind from “warm and living” (Mitchell 

11) to having a “chill” (228) reach that causes him to wince. The wind, as one of the 

things associated with “the feeling” throughout the novel,48 fills Brian with “a feeling of 

nakedness and vulnerability” (228) and initially allows him to resist nature in a defensive 

way: “He was trying to hold together something within himself, that the wind demanded 

and was relentlessly leaching from him” (229). While Brian’s reaction foreshadows the 

“adult ways of thinking” (Ricou, “Language and Learning” 59)49 he will be ushered into 

when, following this solitary moment alone, he returns to the farm and hears the news of 

his father’s death from Ab, it additionally expresses an experience of place as (according 

to cultural geographer Allan Pred) not merely a product but also process – it is an 

outcome of ongoing interactions among different entities (qtd. in Kerber 9).  

Brian’s brief fluctuations in thought and feeling towards the childhood place of 

nature reveal that his sense of self in relationship to the bioregion is still evolving and 

                                                        
48 As Muriel Whitaker notes, “Brian’s transcendental yearnings, which he calls ‘the feeling,’ are 
associated with the prairie, the wind, horses, and God, with a dead pigeon, tailless gopher lying 
on the prairie, a dewdrop brightening a spirea leaf, ‘a star’s cold light in its pure heart’” (86). 
49 Even though the novel ends with the child’s point of view, Ricou argues that Mitchell must 
give Brian “adult ways of thinking” in order to reveal the true value of the moments he has 
experienced (“Language and Learning” 59). It allows Brian to occupy an in between place: he “is 
no longer quite a child but is still a long way from being a man” (59). 
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susceptible to emotional change – a “sensitivity to nature [that] remains a necessary 

access to essential truths about life” (Harrison, Intimations 41), as well as strongly 

connects him to the Young Ben, who helps him discover the prairie as a place “fertile 

with creation and with destruction, a delicate balance of contradictions” (Unnamed 

Country 173). As a significant and recognizable boyhood representation of the bioregion 

itself, the Young Ben’s connection to the prairie environment is an unquestioned 

acceptance: Brian “simply accept[s] the boy’s presence out here [the prairie] as he had 

accepted that of the gopher and the hawk and the dragonfly” (Mitchell 11), and even 

equates the Young Ben’s appearance to the land with his hair described as “bleached as 

the dead prairie grass itself” (11).  

In learning to develop and “sustain [a] balance and completeness [with] the 

natural world” (Harrison, Intimations 39), Brian’s relationship with the Young Ben is 

marked by an emotional and intuitive practice of environmental knowledge where the 

latter’s actions not only empower Brian (as Sean does with his conversations and 

language), but also quietly protect him as he negotiates the ups and downs the feeling 

creates. Brian notes that the feeling is “[a]lways […] most exquisite upon the prairie or 

when the wind bl[ows]” (Mitchell 120), but the positive attitude towards the prairie 

landscape is complicated by the (negative) boyish antics (or actions) he, his younger 

brother, Bobby, and schoolmates, Forbsie (Fat) and Art, get up to in deciding to drown 

gophers out of their prairie holes.  

At first, the excitement of getting the gopher to come out is an adventurous 

exploration of boyhood and seemingly innocent in the boys’ banter about who will carry 

the washtub, as well as the exciting chase Brian’s puppy and Forbsie’s dog will give once 
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the gopher surfaces. Even Brian’s enthusiasm is increased when he spots the Young Ben 

silently watching over the group:  

Brian stared at the high and circling cheekbones under the tanned skin, at the 

freckles under the gray eyes. He looks like a coyote, thought Brian, like a 

watching coyote. He realized with a start that an excitement, akin to the feeling 

that had moved him so often, was beginning to tremble within him. His knees felt 

weak with it; the Young Ben could cause it too. The Young Ben was part of it. 

He’s something I know, thought Brian. (Mitchell 123) 

Although Brian describes the Young Ben as more animal than human in this moment, the 

former perceives him to embody what Ricou calls the “virtual embodiments of the prairie 

ambiance” (“The Eternal Prairie” 102). While Brian will never have the physical freedom 

to roam the prairie earth as the Young Ben does at will, he does identify with the latter’s 

unadorned and “uncomplicated reverence for life and justice” (102), which is seen during 

Art’s punishment for cruelly pulling the gopher’s tail off: 

With one merciful squeeze [the Young Ben] choked the life from the animal. As 

he stood up he dropped it to the ground. He began to walk toward Art. 

Fierce exultation gripped Brian as he realized what was about to happen. 

[…] the Young Ben leaped at Art, who fell backward under his attacker’s weight. 

The Young Ben fought as the boys had never seen anyone fight before. He was a 

clawing, wild thing on top of Art. […] When he stopped […] He looked at the 

terror on Fat’s face, at Bobbie sobbing, then for long and level moments at Brian.  

Brian returned his gaze and watched him wheel and begin to run in the 

direction of Haggerty’s Coulee. In his heart Brian ran with the Young Ben – 
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running with an easy lope each step of which smoothed into the other like the 

ripples of a broad stream flowing. When he had ceased watching the Young Ben, 

he saw that Fat had gone to get a lard pail of water from the river. He made no 

move to help […] ‘I didn’t do anything to him,’ [Art] said tearfully over and over 

again. (Mitchell 123-124) 

A number of contrasts occur in this action filled moment: the Young Ben’s ability to be 

simultaneously merciful and merciless; Brian’s deeper sense of responsibility towards the 

bioregion and lack of sympathy for his friend; the feeling of revulsion when Art separates 

the gopher’s tail; and the excitement in seeing the Young Ben’s act of justice. As Brian 

witnesses the Young Ben’s ability to defend nature, it fills him “with a sense of the 

justness, the rightness, the completeness of what the Young Ben had done – what he 

himself would like to have done” (124) and allows the Young Ben to become his “wild 

alter ego” (Whitaker 86). With the gopher’s death, Brian’s identity with the surrounding 

environment becomes shaken “through exposure to an allegedly purer, if not always a 

kinder and gentler, nature” (Dobrin and Kidd 1).  

The incident continues to stay with Brian well after the fact; and his desire to 

recapture “the same thrill of excitement” he felt drives him to continually wander out to 

the prairie landscape “hoping that he would run across the Young Ben, his whole being 

tingling with expectation” (Mitchell 125). The unsuccessful attempts to actively find the 

Young Ben on his own emphasizes the latter’s role as one that revolves around a 

spontaneous presence, which appears when Brian requires it the most. When Brian 

rediscovers the gopher’s decomposing body with Bobby, the Young Ben may be absent 



127 

 

but the animal itself transforms his previous (positively viewed) actions into something 

darker in Brian’s eyes: 

The tailless gopher lay upon an ant pile, strangely still with the black bits of ants 

active over it. A cloud of flies lifted from it, dispersed, then came together again 

as at a command. Brian stared down at the two rodent teeth, the blood that had run 

down the nose and crusted there; he saw a short stump of tail skeleton with a 

ragged tab of skin that had stayed with the body when Art had ripped away the 

tail. It was difficult to believe that this thing had once been a gopher that ran and 

squeaked over the prairie. It was difficult to believe that this was anything but 

dirt. (125) 

The association of an animal in death to dirt echoes Brian’s earlier thoughts of the baby 

pigeon, 50 but there is a slight variation between the two that reveals a more developed 

outlook on his prairie surroundings – the dirt is not openly declared as being lifeless, but 

rather, it is confronted by Brian’s questioning of the polarities found in his prairie 

experience thus far. As Bobby begins to cry and turns to him for comfort, the feeling 

returns to Brian in a transformed way (a fierce presence “with wild and unbidden power, 

with a new, frightening quality” (125)), which further highlights the second major 

fluctuation in Brian’s perception of the childhood place of nature: 

Prairie’s awful, thought Brian, and in his mind there loomed vaguely fearful 

images of a still and brooding spirit, a quiescent power unsmiling from 

everlasting to everlasting to which the coming and passing of the prairie’s 

                                                        
50 “[Brian] looked down at the baby pigeon’s limp body again; it was just like dirt, he thought, 
like prairie dirt that wasn’t alive at all” (Mitchell 56-57). 
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creatures was but incidental. He looked out over the spreading land under 

intensely blue sky. The Young Ben was part of all this. (125-126) 

According to William Cronon in “A Place of Stories: Nature, History, and Narrative,” 

landscape is a complex imaginative archive and is a gathering place for stories told and 

retold as a way of making sense of the present moment (1375). For Brian, the prairie 

environment is now becoming that very place of storage for memory, growth, and 

development in the creation of his coming-of-age story in nature. His continual 

return/visits to the prairie indicate that “people affect the wilderness as much as it affects 

them” (New, “Landed” 128) in the shaping of their own sense of self within the 

surrounding environment.  

As he grows older, Brian’s continual link to the physical environment makes him 

“very much a creature of the prairie” (Ricou, “The Eternal Prairie” 34); and by the end of 

the novel, we will see Brian more maturely exhibit the bioregional tendencies that Van 

Andruss et al. discuss in their definition of bioregionalism: “to be more closely related to 

nature,” “to be more conscious of its locale, or region, or life-place,” and “to get to know 

one’s place intimately in order to fit human communities to the Earth, not distort the 

Earth to our demands” (2). This is also complementary to Lawrence Buell’s idea of 

bioregionalism as something that “aspires to respect and restore natural systems while 

satisfying basic human needs in sustainable ways” (Future 135). But before Brian can 

reach that level of clarity and completion, he must continue to learn how to negotiate and 

find a balance within the fluctuations he experiences in a prairie environment that both 

records and reflects those moments back to him with each subsequent visit in the tracing 

of his growth to maturity. The Young Ben’s return at the burial of Brian’s dog, Jappy, 
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indicates an increasingly more personal and introspective examination of the 

geographical and conscious terrains touched upon earlier under Sean’s teachings.  

As a fitting reflection of the difficult task at hand, Brian struggles at first to break 

the prairie sod with the garden fork he borrows from Gaffer Thomas before a richer earth 

is revealed beneath and the forkfuls of dirt he will place on Jappy become easier to dig. 

The realization that “his dog [is] dead” (Mitchell 176), however, is no less painful; and in 

revisiting my earlier observation that the Young Ben appears usually when Brian is, 

firstly, within the prairie environment and, secondly, at his most vulnerable in regards to 

his identity with and in the childhood place of nature, we see an attempt from the former 

to alleviate some of that struggle in the latter: 

He heard a rustling in the grass and looked up to see the Young Ben with 

his pale hair on end in the wind and his disturbing, gray eyes steady upon him. 

The eyes left his face to rest on the grave, then back again. The Young Ben turned 

away; he came back stooping under the weight of a rock. He laid it on the grave, 

then went back for another. Brian joined him and together they carried enough 

rocks to cover the heap of loose dirt. 

When they had finished, the Young Ben said, ‘Kiyoots can’t git him now.’ 

 Somewhere within Brian something was gone; ever since the accident it 

had been leaving him as the sand of an hourglass threads away grain by tiny grain. 

Now there was an emptiness that wasn’t to be believed. (177)  

Notably in a reversal through language, the Young Ben and Brian assume each other’s 

previous roles: the Young Ben speaks for the first time, while Brian remains nonverbal as 

he battles with “an emptiness that wasn’t to be believed” (177) and the feeling that leaves 
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him without any awareness of the completion and culmination of before. Brian’s silence 

is both verbal and psychological and, in one sense, this has the capacity to sway him 

more to one side of nature’s duality than the other, instead of where he has returned thus 

far despite his fluctuations: the middle ground where both the prairie environment’s 

beneficence and indifference are in the beginning stages of acknowledgement. At around 

the time he comes to terms with Jappy’s death, Brian also becomes noticeably more 

inquisitive about his prairie surroundings and the workings within it. By allowing him to 

assume the position of “the most passionate asker of questions” (Ricou, “Language and 

Learning” 56), Mitchell “moves toward [… making] Brian capable of abstract thinking 

beyond his years” (56). This thinking also enhances his development of a positive attitude 

towards the environment – an outlook that will be carried forward well into adulthood 

and, consequently, enable him to act upon his vision of sustainable dwelling through the 

occupation of a dirt doctor. 

Mitchell additionally provides subtle clues to Brian’s quiet maturity through a 

contrast between his friends, Fat and Art, and his camaraderie with the Young Ben. In 

regards to the first, we must not forget that Fat and Art are also undergoing coming-of-

age processes of their own throughout Mitchell’s narrative; however, the lack of 

awareness about their surrounding environment or their interactions with the prairie 

landscape signals the important role adults (like Sean) or older children (like the Young 

Ben) have in guiding and nurturing an ecological foundation of knowledge and 

experience. Complementary to the adult-child relationship of Sean and Brian discussed 

earlier, the child-child relationship between the Young Ben and Brian accentuates a 

boyhood view of the prairie that does not exist between the other young characters of the 
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novel.51 After Gerald’s death brings him back to town from his stay with Sean on the 

farm, Brian begins to spend a concentrated amount of time with the Young Ben by 

walking more frequently together over the prairie and making daily visits to the trap they 

run together in the winter. That their relationship is more carefully noted at this time by 

both adults (Miss Thompson and Mr. Digby, in particular) and the other children (Brian 

is “the only child in the school who [speaks] to the Young Ben or to whom the Young 

Ben spoke [to]” (Mitchell 245)) reveals the way in which Brian turns to the physical 

environment and its human representation (the Young Ben) for a sense of solace that 

appeals more to his emotional intuitions of nature. While the fluctuations in attitude 

become more subdued by the end of the novel and he eventually loses the feeling, Brian 

is still emotionally invested in knowing more about the prairie and how his new sense of 

self will continue to fit within it: 

 As he turned back toward the town he saw [that it] lay […] quite sunless 

in the rest of the dazzling prairie. 

Some day, he thought, perhaps when he was older than he was now, he 

would know […] 

 Some day. The thing could not hide from him forever. (292) 

                                                        
51 Notably, while there is no Indigenous presence in Who Has Seen the Wind, the town’s 
treatment of the Young Ben and his father (Old Ben) does suggest that there is something more 
going on. According to Alison Calder, “Old Ben’s poor, White family occupies a marginal 
position” as they live on the margins of town and are considered the town disgraces (698). This 
type of isolation can also be seen in King’s Truth and Bright Water as the town – although full of 
Indigenous individuals – is desolate and (as much literal as metaphorical) sits near the U.S.-
Canada border in an isolated location. Even when the tourists come to visit during the annual 
Indian Days festival, Tecumseh and his people become marginalized through the roles they 
assume as entertainers giving “authentic” Indigenous experiences to the non-Indigenous.  

In comparing Who Has Seen the Wind and Truth and Bright Water, one may wonder if 
King might have drawn upon Mitchell’s canonical text when writing his own. I have found no 
evidence that Who Has Seen the Wind is an intertext. 
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Signaling “a move towards maturity and responsibility in the social world” (Kerber 63), 

Brian’s decision to become a dirt doctor will allow him “to maintain close contact with 

the physical world of the prairie” (63) while achieving a balance between the pragmatic 

(as represented by Sean) and intuitive (as represented by the Young Ben) experienced in 

the formative moments of his coming-of-age process. His new sense of the childhood 

place of nature blends both an “ecological and social knowledge” (63) that will continue 

to promote the bioregional idea of living thoughtfully in your place, while continuing to 

motivate how he foresees himself taking part in making his dwelling more sustainable in 

the future. By ensuring that “Th[e] soil [remains] rich” (Mitchell 293), Brian – at the end 

of this stage of his coming-of-age in nature – shows the promise of becoming an active 

participant in the prairie landscape’s future well-being.  

 

“‘This is the centre of the universe. […] Where else would they want to be?’”: 

Thomas King’s Truth and Bright Water 

“The truth about stories,” Thomas King declares in his 2003 CBC Massey 

Lectures, “is that’s all we are” (2). And indeed, as one of the best-known contemporary 

Native writers in North America, King has used his stories to bring attention and 

awareness to the “long history of racial oppression and dispossession” (Davidson et al. 

184) of Indigenous peoples and their continuing fight over the spaces and places that 

shape their culture’s wisdom, traditions, and way of life. According to Eva Gruber in her 

introduction to the collection Thomas King: Works and Impact, King’s writing  

draws from sources as diverse as Canadian postmodernism, the Bible, canonical 

literature, popular culture, and Native oral traditions, to name the most prominent. 
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Like few other writers, King manages to create an oral voice on the page through 

his intricate narrative structures and through an English that is colored by 

Indigenous syntax, pronunciation, rhythm, and modes of thinking. (5) 

In always questioning “the binary opposition of the written and the oral” (5) surrounding 

the idea of stories and the land, King reminds us of the power stories – and acts of 

storytelling – have in sustaining and maintaining a sense of dwelling, a “life-place” that 

bioregional scholar Robert L. Thayer Jr. defines as a “sustainable, regenerative 

community to take root and to take place” (3; emphasis in original). When it comes to 

describing storytelling as a mode of environmental action, Jenny Kerber – in her chapter, 

“‘We’re just getting started’: Storytelling as Environmental Work in Green Grass, 

Running Water, Sweeter Than All the World, and The Diviners” – also emphasizes that 

King reinscribes or imaginatively reworks his fiction as a means of “breaking 

interpretations of prairie writing and environment out of entrenched Edenic-apocalyptic 

dualisms” (160). In discussing King’s 1993 novel Green Grass, Running Water, she 

further argues: 

Instead of turning to written history as his primary means of understanding 

processes of prairie environmental transformation, King approaches the question 

of how to recommit oneself to prairie place by grounding his stories in the present 

and by understanding Aboriginal myth as informing that present. (164) 

The Alberta prairie landscape is one that “still haunts [him],” King reveals in an 

interview with Jennifer Andrews in Studies in Canadian Literature (162); and in the 

process of “recommit[ing] oneself to prairie place” (Kerber 164), King ensures that his 

young protagonists also mirror that evolving negotiation of self in relationship to the 
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bioregion through a coming-of-age process in nature in the second novel to be considered 

in this chapter, Truth and Bright Water (1999).  

At fifteen years old, protagonist and narrator Tecumseh (a Blackfoot youth named 

after the famous Shawnee leader of the War of 1812) faces distinct challenges that are not 

uncommon to Indigenous youth both in Canada and as portrayed in Canadian Literature: 

isolation and separation (from his Blackfoot community and the members of his 

immediate family); broken families (Tecumseh’s parents are separated, while his young 

cousin and best friend, Lum, is motherless); abuse (of Lum by his father, Franklin, which 

raises Tecumseh’s concerns); stereotyping (especially seen during the Indian Days 

festival in which Tecumseh and his community annually participate); and untimely death 

(Tecumseh loses both his cousin and his devoted dog, Soldier).52 Throughout all of these 

challenges in his growth to maturity, however, Tecumseh’s budding environmental 

awareness is prominent, albeit in need of some guidance in a similar fashion to Brian 

                                                        
52 As the narrator of Truth and Bright Water, Tecumseh becomes the most notable focus, but 
King also includes two more children in his narrative: Lum (Tecumseh’s cousin and best friend), 
who is discussed in greater length above through his relationship with Tecumseh, and Rebecca 
Neugin (a ghostly figure of a girl who mysteriously appears and disappears throughout the novel 
looking for her duck). Rebecca is, according to King in his interview with Andrews, a direct 
allusion to the Cherokee Trail of Tears and an eight-year-old representative survivor of the 
Removal – “a real historical character who […] was ripped out of her house so quickly by the 
soldiers that the only thing she could take with her was a duck” which she held onto so tightly 
that she killed it (180).  
 Symbolically wearing a tear dress (“the kind of dress that Cherokee women had to make 
on the Trail […] because the soldiers would not let them have scissors” (Andrews 180)), King’s 
Rebecca approaches Tecumseh about her missing duck. While in the end, he is not able to help 
her (“I would have liked to have said good-bye to Rebecca, to tell her that I was sorry about her 
duck, that it might turn up yet, that I knew what it was like to lose things” (King 265)), she does 
provide Tecumseh with an elegiac link to his history and a way to re-establish a deeper awareness 
of what makes up his surrounding environment. Ghostly Rebecca also provides a connection to 
the children’s skulls Monroe rescues from museums: they both possess red ribbons (Rebecca 
gives hers to Tecumseh when he agrees to help find her duck; and when Monroe asks Tecumseh 
if he has anything for the skull ceremony, he gives Monroe the same ribbon to loop through the 
eye sockets of the skull before it is returned to the land).  
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O’Connal and Jérémie Delisle (Chapter 3). Tecumseh will receive this support from 

Indian artist, Monroe Swimmer, who returns to small town Truth from the big city life of 

Toronto and shares an important task that will teach his young apprentice what Suzanne 

Methot so aptly puts in her review of the novel for Quill and Quire as a balance between 

“leaving, returning, giving away, and taking back.” But before I explore Tecumseh’s 

relationship with Monroe and the guidance he receives in his developing environmental 

growth in nature, as well as his comradeship with Lum and how that also affects his 

environmental awareness, I would like to draw attention to King’s decision within the 

prologue to make us, his readers, immediately aware of the topographical space that 

makes up Tecumseh’s childhood place of nature.  

With Truth being a small railway town in rural Montana and Bright Water a 

beautiful Albertan reserve, the U.S.-Canadian border becomes a literal and metaphorical 

marker of “a disjunction between a continental Indigenous view of borders and territory 

and the means with which confrontations [… have been attempted to be] navigated” 

(Roberts 121).53 Beginning with the river that “snakes across the belly of the prairies, the 

water warm[ing] and deepen[ing], and split[ing] the land in two” (King 1), King uses this 

natural boundary to emphasize the man-made one that not only puts Truth and Bright 

Water on opposite sides of each other, but also accentuates how both places have been 

treated: the former is desolate and contains reminders of past colonization, while the 

seagulls mentioned in regards to the latter hint at what is confirmed later on – Bright 

                                                        
53 Although the following quotation is not in the prologue, Monroe’s comments to Tecumseh 
serve as a reminder that despite the “restorative” work they have initiated in order to heal the 
prairie land and its people, they can never fully restore the prairie to its unboundaried state: 
“Monroe walks to the lip of the coulee and looks out across the river. ‘There’s Canada,’ he says. 
Then he turns and spreads his arms. ‘And this is the United States.’ He spins around in a full 
circle, stumbles, and goes down in a heap. ‘Ridiculous, isn’t it?’” (King 131). 
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Water suffers under exploitation in its use as a dumping site by both Indigenous and non-

Indigenous individuals. The irony is also not lost on the fact that the bridge – a symbol of 

connection, cooperation, and agreement between two sides – appears “whole and 

complete” (1) from a distance, but is rusted, inadequate, and deserted upon approach. As 

Florian Schwieger points out in “A Map to the Truth: Sacred Geographies and Spaces of 

Resistance in King’s Truth and Bright Water,” Truth and Bright Water embody “the 

disconnected existence of the Blackfoot community, which is now split between not only 

two nations but also divided into two models of social organization”: Truth is a literal 

representation of the truth about Native American life in contemporary society (high 

unemployment, racism, crime, and alcoholism), while Bright Water “represents the 

promise of self-governance and tribal autarky” (32). 

King reveals in his interview with Andrews that “Of all the novels I’ve written so 

far, probably the landscape is more visual or, as one reviewer called it, cinematic, in this 

book [Truth and Bright Water] than in other books. I think I can actually feel the 

environment as it comes through” (168). But he also points out that the environment “In 

some ways [has] a kind of oppressive presence” (168). Out of the two towns, as 

Schwieger notes, Bright Water carries the “promise” (32) of political and economic self-

sufficiency that Truth does not with its fractured Blackfoot community and the old 

church that has been passed from colonizer to colonizer – Methodists, Baptists, 

Nazarenes, First Assembly of God, and the Sacred Word Gospel – with “a mission to the 

Indians” (King 1) before being completely abandoned when construction on the bridge 

over the river stops. With the bridge unfinished and linked only by a “ferry” fashioned 

from an old iron bucket suspended from a steel cable, it can be said that Bright Water is 
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spared the exposure Truth experiences. However, Bright Water is no modern garden of 

Eden either, as we learn through Tecumseh’s attentiveness to the details of his bioregion: 

A lot of junk winds up in the river this way. Some of it gets washed out of the 

Bright Water landfill and some of it gets blown off the prairies by the wind. But 

most of the garbage – car tires, glass bottles, oil drums, shopping carts – comes 

from people who figure that rolling an old washing machine down the side of a 

coulee or tossing plastic bags and roofing materials off the bank isn’t going to 

hurt anything.  

I’m thinking we should walk over to the Horns and tell the woman to 

throw her garbage somewhere else […] (8-9) 

Although Tecumseh does not get to tell the mysterious woman (who, as we find out later, 

turns out to be Monroe himself) what he thinks about her and her garbage, his thoughts 

comment on his ability to see the prairie environment as something that merits respect 

and better treatment than it is currently being given. Nonetheless, while Tecumseh is still 

growing and learning to understand his relationship with the surrounding environment, it 

must be said that many of the adults in his community are already unshakably set in their 

attitudes towards the prairie land54 – outlooks that not only provide poor models for youth 

                                                        
54 While Tecumseh’s grandmother (who lives in Bright Water) is truly in tune with traditional 
knowledge and respect for the bioregion, Helen (Tecumseh’s mother) and Auntie Cassie (her 
sister) are less connected to “traditional sacred values” (Archibald-Barber 244). Conversely, 
Tecumseh’s father, Elvin – as discussed above – participates in the reserve’s growing pollution, 
while Franklin (Lum’s father and the community’s tribal leader) is the one to lead his people into 
popular culture representations of themselves during the Indian Days festival and turning the 
reserve into a tourist attraction. There are also more minor characters who fuse their Native 
identity to ideas outside of Native culture, such as Lucy Rabbit, who desires to have hair like 
Marilyn Monroe: “Lucy crystallizes the image of the colonized Indian maiden as a Hollywood 
idol, but her inability to turn herself into that icon critiques mainstream stereotypes of the figure” 
(Archibald-Barber 244). When Monroe’s project is complete and he moves away to another 
community, the impact of his work is more apparent with Tecumseh than with the adults, 
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like Tecumseh and Lum to emulate, but additionally suggests the potential direction and 

environment Tecumseh could inherit as an adult if he fails to achieve “a deeper – or at 

least different – awareness” (Dobrin and Kidd 7) of himself and of his bioregion. 

Moreover, the adults of the community upturn the essential connection of “see[ing] 

themselves as one element of a fully integrated environment” and “as belonging to the 

land” (Parks Canada). Elvin, Tecumseh’s father, for instance, provides an ironic twist to 

this Indigenous sensibility in what he does to support himself when he is not working as a 

carpenter: he makes a business out of disposing “the junk hospitals can’t toss down the 

sink” (King 82) and enlists Tecumseh to help him dispose of the waste in Bright Water. 

As a dumping ground, Bright Water literally and metaphorically collects, records, 

and reflects not only the abuse of a landscape by the Indigenous people who have been 

entrusted with it, but also accentuates “a general identity crisis among the Blackfoot [that 

allows them to ignore] the sacred geography of their region” (Schwieger 31). Recalling 

King’s remark in his interview with Andrews, the prairie environment in Truth and 

Bright Water is dually charged: a beautifully visual land that can also have an oppressive 

presence. That sense of oppressiveness originates in what King points out to be an 

endless cycle: “in some of the earlier drafts one thing I wanted to get at is that there is no 

salvation for these kids within the community. There is no one there to protect them 

because in many cases what’s happened to Native peoples is they’ve wound up in a 

position where they’re hardly able to protect themselves” (Andrews 168). The moment 

above where Tecumseh accompanies his father to dispose of waste is one microcosm for 

the community’s relationship to the environment as a whole: there is promise (as 
                                                                                                                                                                     

especially since the story remains open-ended and we see the adults continuing to live as they 
were despite the communal bonfire reunion.  
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Tecumseh will show and of which will be discussed further on), but it is complicated by a 

decaying traditional knowledge and “the concept of the reservation as an artificially 

designed and governmentally sanctioned space of Native American heritage” (Schwieger 

32).  

The effect of Bright Water’s pollution also intimately affects the two teenagers 

during one particular moment Tecumseh and Lum spend together near the river on the 

reserve. After they escape from the Indian Days festival where the community’s tribal 

leader and Lum’s father, Franklin, organizes the (paintball) shooting of caged buffalo to 

increase revenue and business from the tourists, Tecumseh and Lum take their 

motorcycle out to the open sky of the prairie: 

‘Look around,’ he says, and he takes his shirt off and tosses it into the 

grass. ‘This is the way it used to be.’ 

‘In the old days, right?’ 

Lum unbuckles his jeans and lets them drop in a heap around his boots. 

‘You see any houses?’ 

‘Nope.’ 

‘Any roads?’ Lum bends over, takes off his boots, and steps out of his 

jeans. He’s not wearing any underpants, and even though I’ve seen him beat up 

before, the bruises are a surprise. Some of them are little more than abrasions. 

Others are yellow, the result of glancing blows. But the one that runs down his 

right hip is the colour of blood, dark purple and black. 

‘Jesus, Lum. Your dad do this?’ 
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‘No tourists,’ says Lum. ‘No railroads. No fences.’ He scoops up some dirt 

in his hand and spits in it. He works it around until it’s mud, and then he draws his 

fingers across his face and chest. (King 152) 

According to Jesse Rae Archibald-Barber in “Trick of the Aesthetic Apocalypse: Ethics 

of Loss and Restoration in Thomas King’s Truth and Bright Water,” Lum is “the only 

character who is able to retreat to a semblance of pre-colonial nature [and who] expresses 

his vision of civilization, stripped of any semblance of commercialization and popular 

culture” (245). The prairie environment is, as I have argued regarding Mitchell’s Brian 

O’Connal, a place where the child should thrive and develop positive attitudes towards it 

and its future within the growth of the self; however, Lum challenges that concept for 

Tecumseh. While he does vocally and physically express himself more openly than his 

cousin, Lum’s vision of “the way it used to be” (King 152) is tinged with a heavy-handed 

sense of self-defeat for someone of such a young age. Trapped in an abusive relationship 

with his father, whose final blow to Lum’s hip takes away his chance of winning the race 

he has trained so hard for, Lum is powerless to do anything about the conditions 

(environmental, social, and economical) of himself, his community, and his landscape, all 

of which culminates in a tragic moment, his death by running off the unfinished bridge 

and into the river. 

Lum’s nakedness and the smearing of earth on his face and chest does indicate, 

however, that he seeks and receives solace from the prairie environment – a link that 

Tecumseh internalizes through his own interactions with Lum and the bioregion, and 

which is revealed through his first-person narration. As the reader of King’s novel is 

given the world through Tecumseh’s eyes, it is interesting to note the connection that can 
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be made between what Tecumseh sees in the moment with Lum referred to above (the 

bruising on a bodily landscape) and what is happening to the prairie environment at the 

same time (the river’s and Bright Water’s mistreatment as bruising upon a geographical 

landscape):  

‘Garbage,’ [Lum] says, his voice hissing into the wind. ‘The new buffalo.’ 

As we watch, the bulldozer drags the pile into the light, and for a moment, 

I can see the boxes and plastic sacks and the drifts of loose debris, and then the 

machine stretches, effortlessly, and shoves everything over the edge of the slide. 

The seagulls rise up in a cloud, screaming, and the bulldozer backs up, thrusts its 

blunt nose into the earth again, spreads a blanket of dirt over everything, and 

buries it whole. 

‘Shit.’ Lum drops down into a crouch, his mouth open. He raises his head, 

turns it to one side, and feels for the wind with his face. He looks wild and fierce 

squatting there on the prairies, streaked with mud, the river and the land and the 

sky rolling over his body, and I try to imagine what it must be like to be naked 

and not be afraid. (King 153) 

Just as Lum’s body (through the actions of his father) is one manifestation of the 

community’s dysfunction in the wake of colonization, so too is the prairie environment 

(through the man-made “buffalo”) which is forced to absorb the overflowing “detritus 

that spills out from the pop culture industry” (Archibald-Barber 245) but that is always, 

in some way, visible to both of the boys in various ways.55 While Lum’s reaction to the 

                                                        
55 Even in Tecumseh’s relationship with Monroe (an even more nature-based one than with Lum), 
pollution (and the source of that pollution) aggressively seeps in: 
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“Landfill economics” (King 152) of the bulldozer, for instance, leaves him in a quiet, 

solemn moment of reflection we as readers are not privy to, Tecumseh’s observations of 

Lum’s demeanor demonstrates his own formative moment within the childhood place of 

nature. King’s word choice is particularly important in the last few sentences of the 

quotation above, as while Lum appears “wild” and “fierce” in his crouched position 

watching the bulldozer, he also assumes a guardian-like stance in Tecumseh’s eyes. 

Using the word “rolling” to link Lum’s body to the river, land, and sky together as a 

harmonious entity is a gentle expression of the childhood place and space of nature as a 

phenomenologically experienced sense of dwelling – something Tecumseh expresses 

wonder about as he continues to grow in maturity under Monroe’s guidance. 

The boyhood companionship between Tecumseh and Lum carries interesting 

parallels to the relationship between Brian and the Young Ben. In placing Lum and the 

Young Ben side by side, we can see similarities in their “wild” demeanors and their 

freedom, need, and desire to roam the landscape, to the ways in which their camaraderie 

offers Tecumseh and Brian, respectively, a push to look more deeply and critically at 

their surrounding environments and their relationships to it. It must be said, however, that 

Lum’s sense of environment and his interactions with it are not always positive in the 

way the Young Ben’s are, such as when he takes Tecumseh out to “shoot” the buffalos 

for the Indian Days festival: 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Across the river, the smoke rises into the sky, thicker now and darker, and I can 
see that I was wrong. It’s not coming from Bright Water or the Indian Days camp. 

‘Dragons.’ Monroe looks across the river at the smoke. 
‘No,’ I say. ‘It’s the landfill.’ 
‘We spend all our time looking for dragons to kill.’ 
‘Sometimes they set it on fire in order to burn off the garbage.’ 
‘Dragons,’ says Monroe, and he shakes his head. ‘Even in the old days, they were 

never the problem.’ (King 199) 
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[…] Lum pushes off the seat, limps over to the paddocks, and comes back with a 

short, thick rifle. He tosses it to me and jumps on the motorcycle. […] 

[…] Lum looks at me and smiles. ‘Get in.’ He kick-starts the engine. I step into 

the sidecar and put the butt of the rifle on the floor between my legs. ‘Okay,’ he 

says, and he drops the motorcycle into gear. ‘Let’s go hunting.’ 

 ‘What do I do?’ 

 ‘Just don’t shoot me.’ 

 Lum circles around and rolls into the paddock. As soon as the buffalo see 

us, they begin backing up. Lum guns the engine hard. The tourists all have their 

cameras out and are draped over the fence, looking for a clear shot. […] 

The first shot is high and sails off into the grass. The second shot hits the 

cow in the butt. The third misses low and in front. The fourth and fifth shots hit 

her high on the hump. 

‘Way to go!’ yells Lum, and he swings the motorcycle back to the centre 

of the chute. As soon as we leave her, the cow slows down and stops, the white 

paint dripping down her shoulder. She swings her head from side to side as if 

she’s scolding me, and in that moment, she reminds me of my grandmother. 

‘Lock and load,’ shouts Lum. ‘Lock and load!’ (King 149-151) 

Aggressive in attitude and erratic in behaviour, Lum provides Tecumseh with a 

complicated (and contradictory) environmental awareness. Compared to the silent 

moment previously discussed where he fiercely watches over the modern-day “buffalo” 

destroying the prairie land, Lum here ironically invades the space of the real buffalo on a 

man-made machine and encourages Tecumseh to “participate in the growing 



144 

 

commercialization of their culture” (Schwieger 33). The shots of paint from Tecumseh’s 

gun further accentuate the shots being taken by the tourists of the two of them in their 

performative moment – a mirroring image which reveals the “reciprocal process of 

stereotyping between Native American and white culture” (33) and how youth may 

become entrenched in those approaches of understanding themselves and others. It is a 

dangerous moment for Tecumseh and his developing sense of self in relationship to 

place, but like the other child protagonists of this project, positive and negative 

fluctuations both in and of nature become necessary and deeply formative moments in the 

coming-of-age process. Through this oscillating effect, negative and positive are 

simultaneously felt as Tecumseh’s feeling of guilt acknowledges his recognition of a 

behaviour that is separating, rather than unifying, him with his surrounding environment 

and a sense of tradition.56 

Lum’s increasingly heedless actions prevent him from developing a stronger 

sense of self in nature.57 However, Tecumseh’s ability to see his cousin as a part of his 

bioregion underscores the lesson inadvertently taught: to “‘Look again, cousin’” (King 

13). While Lum’s words are more literal in meaning when he addresses them to 

                                                        
56 Tecumseh’s “vision” of the buffalo’s look being akin to one he would receive from his 
grandmother runs parallel to Jérémie’s vision of Lila during the moment he nearly takes out his 
anger on the jarred butterfly. 
57 Like the Young Ben, Lum consistently disappears throughout the novel, but allows Tecumseh 
to be the main point of contact when he returns. Lum’s need and desire to run also metaphorically 
reinforces the larger “framework of loss and recovery” (Archibald-Barber 241) the Blackfoot 
community is currently struggling with before Monroe shows up, as well as his own increasing 
inability to recover from the loss he has experienced. Lum’s ever-increasing daredevil-like 
moments (such as in Chapter 22 where he steps closer and closer to the edge of the Horns, 
alarming Soldier (who grabs his leg in an attempt to pull him back) and Tecumseh (who watches 
closely, trying not provoke him further)) indicates a closing off from any future possibility of 
becoming positively entrenched with the bioregion on the level Tecumseh does; his death 
emphasizes that point.  
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Tecumseh for the first time,58 they can nonetheless also be infused with an 

environmentally-charged connotation when it comes to Tecumseh’s emerging perception 

of self and place. The way in which he sees Lum, for example, at the beginning of the 

novel is as “a dark bird gliding low across the land” (74) during one of his runs and as a 

dancer, moving “gracefully, effortlessly along the girders […] until the curve of the 

bridge begins its descent into Bright Water, and he vanishes over the edge” (15). In this 

way, Tecumseh envisions Lum as a seamless merging of the child’s identity with a 

natural world that is complex in its association with its reminder of urban production, yet 

natural. Tecumseh can perceive the potential Lum has in opening himself up to the 

environment and using it as a place to seek solace from “the loss of his mother and the 

abuse he endures” (Archibald-Barber 241), but conversely, Lum also subtly helps 

Tecumseh to realize his own “sensory awareness of [his] immediate environment” 

(Lynch et al. 5). 

Another moment of “look[ing] again” occurs when the mysterious skull that 

Soldier discovers causes Tecumseh to reflect back on an earlier time when he and Lum 

find a ground squirrel skeleton just below the prairie grass: 

The [squirrel] skull was filled with dirt, as if it had been poured in hot and left to 

set and cool. Both of us worked on it with sticks, but the dirt was like the bone 

itself, and after a while we gave up. Lum put the skull on a rock and crushed it 

                                                        
58   When we finally find Soldier, he’s lying on his belly. His ears are back and his 

mouth is locked around something large. Lum leans forward to get a better look. ‘That’s 
disgusting.’ 

‘It’s just a ball,’ I say. 
Soldier stands up, growls, and drops the ball at his feet. As soon as it hits the 

ground, he snatches it up quickly, takes several steps back, glances at us, and drops it 
again. 

‘Look again, cousin,’ says Lum. (King 13) 



146 

 

with his foot. Even then, after you peeled the pieces of bone away, the dirt 

remained intact, hard as stone. 

 But the skull we found on the Horns was clean. Inside and out, it was 

clean. Almost spotless. As if someone had taken the time to wash and polish it 

before setting it in the grass for us to find. (King 74) 

While, again, Lum’s emotional response to the squirrel skeleton is not a model of respect 

towards the prairie environment, what is notable here is the way in which Tecumseh 

contrasts the two skulls. In an attempt to make sense of the spotless skull found in the 

present time, he not only relies on a previous moment of discovery, but also takes 

Michael Vincent McGinnis’ “bioregional partnership” idea quite literally in that a 

“Knowledge of place […] needs to be uncovered and revered” (9). Before he discovers 

that Monroe (dressed as the woman Tecumseh sees earlier by the edge of the river) is the 

one who planted the human skull, Tecumseh’s return to the prairie environment with 

Lum and Soldier for a nighttime campout emphasizes a yearning to know more about the 

childhood place of nature – a desire that Tecumseh will fulfill with Monroe’s help and 

which will be discussed further on. 

It is also interesting to note not only the extent to which pollution occupies the 

childhood place of nature, but how it can additionally invade the child’s developing 

environmental imagination. Spooked by the evening glow into thinking Soldier has found 

a body floating in the water during their campout, Tecumseh is relieved to find that the 

object is far from it. What it ends up being – a used hospital pad for patients – provides a 

stark commentary on the “consequences of our behaviour” (Lynch et al. 5) when there is 

no ecological sensibility towards sustainable dwelling involved: 
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Soldier watches me as I turn it over. While the one side is blue and feels cold and 

slick, the other side is white and thick and feels more like cloth. There are stains 

on this side, yellow and brown bruises that float in circles and fans on the surface. 

[…]  

Soldier flops down on the thing, and it squishes and rolls under him like a 

waterbed. (King 172) 

With the bruises on Lum’s body, the “bruising” of the earth by the bulldozer, and now, 

“bruises” that occur on a discarded piece of hospital matter, Tecumseh’s prairie 

environment once again reconceptualizes place and identity: the members of the 

Blackfoot community, and in particular their youth, are suffering and struggling just as 

much as the land itself. King’s humour (especially in how Soldier treats the pad like a 

luxurious bed) is as squeamishly icky as it is thought provoking. So too is the fact that, in 

their attempt to search for clues to the mysterious woman with the suitcase they spied 

earlier by the river, Tecumseh and Lum must handpick their way through the junk they 

find littered throughout the Horns.  

In King’s own words, “I’m working with the idea that we do nothing about the 

kinds of ‘wastes’ that we create in the world, nor do we have any place to put it” 

(Andrews 182). And indeed, while Tecumseh never vocally articulates this, he does 

express King’s thoughts internally through his reflections upon the land, which can be 

seen in the dream he has following the pad incident and clue searching:  

She’s [the mysterious woman] pale blue, like the pad, and in the moonlight, as she 

rises out of the water and wades ashore, she looks cold and lonely.  
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In the morning, when I wake up, the world is soft and wet, and the fog 

clings to the sleeping bag like sweat. Soldier is snuggled up against me now, and 

his body feels warm and comfortable. I roll over to tell Lum about my dream, but 

he has already gone. The river bottom is quiet, and all along the banks, the 

shadow shapes of the cottonwoods lean out over the water like sad people 

weeping. (King 180) 

Further revealing its impact upon the coming-of-age process, the pollution of Tecumseh’s 

childhood place of nature permeates his environmental imagination in a way that echoes 

Peter Berg and Raymond Dasmann’s bioregional link between a “geographical terrain 

and a terrain of consciousness” (36) as a reference to how the imagination can be used to 

develop one’s ideas about place and raise an awareness that will one day feed into a 

sustainable action and outcome. It also affirms a continuity between self and place that 

encourages one to, once more, “look again.” According to Marlene Goldman in “Ghost 

Play: The Use of Transitional Phenomena in Thomas King’s Truth and Bright Water,” 

Tecumseh possesses the ability to generate healing illusions, but quickly reverts back to a 

reality where he can ground himself by admitting that they are nothing more than 

illusions (282). As an example of this, Goldman uses Tecumseh’s very first encounter 

with the woman who “appears to float on the air” (King 10) before “plummet[ing] down 

the long spine of the Horns and vanish[ing] into the night (10).59 By comparison, 

                                                        
59 As Goldman notes, “As he [Tecumseh] explains, ‘For that first instant, caught at the limits of 
the truck’s lights, the woman appears to float on the air, her body stretched out and arched, as if 
she’s decided to ride the warm currents that rise off the river and sail all the way to Bright Water’ 
(10). Yet, external reality also plays a part in his thinking because he subsequently admits that 
‘this is nothing more than illusion. Instead, she plummets down the long spine of the Horns and 
vanishes into the night’ (10). The initial reference to sailing and the optimistic imaginative 
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Tecumseh’s more harmonious blending of the pad’s colouring with the woman’s 

appearance in his dream, as well as the cottonwoods’ anthropomorphic qualities, gesture 

to the fact that while he is still not quite mature enough to balance the current state of his 

surrounding environment with what active role he may assume in the process to heal it, 

he is beginning to observe the prairie landscape in a more complex way, which lends an 

equally important shift towards his apprenticeship in nature under the eyes of Monroe 

and his “restoration” project. 

As one of the most fundamental and influential relationships in Tecumseh’s 

coming-of-age process in nature, Monroe and his project of four stages – the church, the 

buffalo, the child skulls, and the bonfire – not only “explores the theme of geographical 

restoration” (Schwieger 38) within the framework of sustainable dwelling, but also 

continues to hone Tecumseh’s growing ability to continually “look again” at his changing 

prairie environment. According to Schwieger, “As physical transformations denote a 

central element of Swimmer’s artistic strategy to re-educate perception, the other 

cornerstone of his technique focuses on making unwanted objects disappear” (37). While 

Schwieger’s observation is a more direct comment on the first stage of the project (the 

church), Monroe’s act of “re-educat[ing] perception” can also be extended to Tecumseh, 

who positions the latter as the future promise of the restoration project’s results by 

enlisting him as an apprentice – “‘I’ve been waiting for you […] Did you know that?’” 

(King 48) – and compelling him to be physically and mindfully present as the project 

unfolds: “‘I haven’t done any great deeds yet […] But I will. […] And when I do, […] I 

want you there’” (193).  
                                                                                                                                                                     

transformation of a woman’s earthly fall into a mythical journey is reminiscent of the prologue’s 
imaginative conceit of the sailing ship” (282). 
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In acknowledging Tecumseh’s ability to do more for his bioregion, Monroe taps 

into his apprentice’s potential for future action under his guidance and unconventional 

ways. The church, for instance, marks the beginning stages of how Tecumseh learns to 

challenge his own perceptions. Built on the highest rise above Truth and overlooking the 

river and the bridge, the dilapidated church is characterized not only by the number of 

exploitative hands it has passed through before it is abandoned, but also by Monroe’s role 

and Tecumseh’s participation in transforming it into a positive symbol of reinhabitation 

for the Blackfoot community. As Arnold E. Davidson, Priscilla L. Walton, and Jennifer 

Andrews observe in “The Comic Dimensions of Gender, Race, and Nation: King’s 

Contestatory Narratives,” Monroe’s goal to paint the church out of existence presents 

“his own artistic counter-memories of Native life on the Plains,” as well as a powerful 

erasure of a “symbol of colonization that has led to the division of the Blackfoot 

territory” (184-185). Schwieger also calls Monroe’s attempt to make the “symbols of 

white intrusion invisible” a purging of “colonial contamination” and a “ritua[l] of 

purification and cleansing” (38). 

The “gradual consumption of the church by the land” (Davidson et al. 185) is 

notably all seen through Tecumseh; and as Monroe begins to “restor[e] the prairie to its 

original form [and erase] the colonial scar left by the church’s physical presence” 

(Schwieger 38), Tecumseh’s progressive recognition of his evolving landscape marks 

another major development in his growth to maturity. This becomes especially evident if 

we compare Tecumseh’s first encounter with the church as Monroe’s work in progress to 

a moment of contemplation and uncertainty, and finally, to one of the last moments of its 

complete absorption into the bioregion. In regards to the first, Tecumseh’s discovery of 
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the “missing” parts of the church by literally running into them twice is both comical and 

revealing of his difficulty to “see” at this stage of his environmental experience no matter 

how many times he “look[s] again”: 

‘Jesus!’ 

 The platform is low and square and painted bright green. It looks strange 

sitting in the middle of the yellow prairie grass. In one corner, someone has 

written ‘Teaching the Grass About Green.’  

[…] I’m not sure who would be fool enough to build such a hazard, though being 

so close to the church, I’m willing to make a guess. […] 

 I go around the church a couple of times before I notice it doesn’t have a 

door. The windows are there and the steeple is there, but the part of the church 

where you would expect to find a door has been painted away. 

 As I stand on the prairies and think about this, I hear Soldier bark again, 

and this time it sounds as if he’s inside the church, though how he could have 

gotten there is a mystery. I walk around the church one more time, looking to see 

if any of the windows are open, and when I come around the east end of the 

church, I find an open door hanging in the middle of the prairies. It looks really 

weird. A door hanging in space. (King 43-44) 

Whether it be teaching the grass how to be green again or flying a kite to teach “the Sky 

about Blue” (49), Tecumseh is initially skeptical of Monroe’s eccentric ways of enacting 

change upon the environment partly because he has yet to fully realize his own identity 

within a constantly evolving perception of place now initiated by Monroe. This sense of 

uncertainty is furthered when Tecumseh later expresses that “I think about the church, but 
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I don’t know if this is a great deed or just a trick that you do with paint” (King 193). 

According to Archibald-Barber, Monroe’s decision to paint the church out of existence 

rather than tear it down is “a reversal of the nineteenth-century colonial representation of 

the disappearing Indian” and reproduces “through artifice” a “potentially dangerous 

situation” because it is only a “magical act,” an “aesthetic illusion” (248). While 

Monroe’s aesthetic restoration of the church to the land does not eliminate the history of 

racial oppression experienced from the dominations or the struggles of dispossession the 

Blackfoot community continues to face, I would argue that Monroe’s involvement of 

Tecumseh in his attempt symbolically shifts the focus towards how the transformation of 

the church into being a seamless part of a bioregion encourages a deeper awareness of the 

childhood place of nature through the “restorative” power of perspective, which once 

more returns to the theme of our young protagonist’s growth: the ability to “look again.” 

When the church completely disappears and Monroe enlists Tecumseh and Soldier for 

help locating it one last time, Tecumseh’s reflection is noticeably more conscious of 

Monroe’s purpose: “I look around, but everything is pretty much the same. It’s as if the 

church has never existed, and I can see now why Monroe is so famous” (King 237). The 

act of “seeing” is significantly different here with the prairie in its (almost) original state, 

and it additionally leaves him room to embrace the second phase of Monroe’s restoration 

project – the buffalo.  

Numbering three hundred and sixty in all,60 Monroe’s flat iron wire buffalo 

sculptures are used “to occupy the plains, invoking and recalling an era when these 

                                                        
60 The number three hundred and sixty reminds one of a revolution or cycle: a departure, a return, 
and a departure again (which is what Monroe does at the close of his project); the prairies’ return 
to the “‘way it used to be’” and “‘Just like the old days’” (echoing Lum’s and Monroe’s words, 
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animals lived without the threat of extinction, before the arrival of Europeans” (Davidson 

et al. 187). But more than that, these iron animals of “different shapes and sizes” (King 

131) provide Tecumseh with another way to reacquaint himself with the sensory richness 

of his surrounding environment. Once more, as initially found with the church, Tecumseh 

has a hard time identifying what the iron figures “stacked against each other like folding 

chairs” (130) are and, when he does, even declares, “The buffalo aren’t going anywhere” 

(133) when Monroe asks him to watch over them. However, as can be seen from the first 

grouping of buffalo successfully anchored, Monroe encourages Tecumseh to participate 

in a way that suits his current stage of environmental awareness: 

‘We should have a ceremony,’ says Monroe, dusting himself off. ‘Do you 

know any songs?’ 

‘I know some musicals.’ 

‘A traditional song would be better.’ 

‘I know part of an honour song.’ 

‘Perfect.’ 

Monroe beats his hand on the hood of the truck, and we stand on the 

prairies and sing the part of the honour song I know, and then Monroe insists that 

we sing the title song from Oklahoma! Monroe leaves his wig on for the honour 

song, but takes it off for ‘Oklahoma!’ Soldier joins in, and when we finish, 

Monroe turns away and wipes his eyes. 

‘That was moving,’ he says, ‘wasn’t it?’ 

                                                                                                                                                                     

respectively (King 152; 134)); the return of the skulls to sacred land; and even Tecumseh’s 
growth in the childhood place of nature and his developing ability to see all the way around at the 
people and places that make up his bioregion.  
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‘What do we do with all the buffalo?’ 

What we do with the buffalo is drag four of them out of the truck and 

dump them on the ground. Monroe grabs a canvas sack out of the back, reaches 

in, and comes up with a long spike, the kind they use for laying track. 

‘Ever work on the railroad?’ 

‘My grandfather did.’ 

‘Okay,’ says Monroe, and he throws his wig into the truck. ‘I’ll hold them 

and you drive them.’ […] 

It’s a little tricky hitting the spike with the hammer and missing the 

buffalo and Monroe’s hand, but by the third buffalo, I get the hang of it. After we 

nail the fourth buffalo into the prairies, Monroe walks up a small rise and looks at 

the grouping. Then he runs down and we move one of the buffalo so it’s facing 

east. 

‘Beautiful.’ 

‘Is this sort of … art?’ 

‘‘My trade and my art is living,’’ says Monroe. ‘You want some lunch?’ 

(King 131-132) 

Interestingly, Tecumseh – although not quite sure what to think of Monroe and his 

project yet – demonstrates a receptiveness to learning how to envision his childhood 

place of nature differently through his involvement in its eventual transformation (he is 

the one who drives the spikes that anchor the buffalo to the ground61), as well as by 

                                                        
61 It is interesting to note the connection between Tecumseh’s brief mention of his grandfather 
working on the railroad (presumably the Canadian Pacific Railway) and of Monroe allowing 
Tecumseh to be the one to drive the spikes into the ground not only with this first group of 
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bringing what traditional and spiritual knowledge he does currently possess at this stage 

in his development (through the honour song) to ceremoniously welcome the first family 

of buffalo.  

As Tecumseh continues to help Monroe spread the buffalo across the prairie 

landscape, the animals begin to take on something even more emblematic in his coming 

of age as art, landscape, reality, imagination, and reclamation intertwine. As an echo of 

Monroe’s “‘My trade and my art is living’” (King 132), the buffalo serve a reminder to 

Tecumseh that, despite his fluctuations (such as his participation in paintball shooting the 

live buffalo during the Indian Days festival), he is “inhabit[ing] a living community and 

place” (McGinnis 4) that shapes him as much as he comes to shape it. As Davidson et al. 

note, in helping Monroe set up the buffalo, Tecumseh “learns the merits of this 

imaginative process [and the sculptures] become far more substantial precisely because 

they demand that the boy see and understand things that the White tourists […] cannot” 

(188). Tecumseh offers us this growth in insight when the crowd starts to disperse after 

he and his father learn that some of the tourists are injured at the buffalo run: 

The crowd at the buffalo run has started to thin out. I can’t see anything that looks 

like an accident, but I hear several of the cows bellowing, and I wonder if they 

can remember the good old days when they had the place to themselves, before 

they had to worry about Indians running them off cliffs or Europeans shooting at 

them from the comfort of railroad cars or bloodthirsty tourists in tan walking 

                                                                                                                                                                     

buffalo, but to help with the very last one, as well: “it’s early evening before we’ve hammered in 
the last spike” (King 134). King’s use of the spike can be seen as “a comic rejoinder to the settler 
invader’s ‘Last Spike’” (Goldman, “Thomas King” 286), but he also creates a symbolic parallel 
between the iron buffalo and the church’s steeple which is described as “squat and flat with a set 
and angle that make it look as if a thick spike has been driven through the church itself and 
hammered into the prairies” (King 1).  
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shorts and expensive sandals chasing them across the prairies on motorcycles. 

(King 235) 

“‘It ain’t Disneyland’” (234) Elvin quips in response to the injuries. But in a larger sense, 

it is also an offhand comment on the entertainment factor of “cultural masquerading” 

(Schwieger 32) the Blackfoot community must resort to in order to survive with supposed 

“cultural and economic independence” (32) intact – something Tecumseh becomes more 

sensitive to in his moment of reflection. By allowing himself to “look again” at the live 

buffalo he motorcycled through earlier and the buffalo sculptures that he continues to 

help Monroe with, Tecumseh starts to see through the “reductive formulations” 

(Davidson et al. 189) enacted within his bioregion and gains a newer understanding of a 

sense of self in relationship to place as he finds “innovative ways to sustain [his tribal 

history’s] past in his imagination, and to bring the buffalo into the present” (189). 

The third stage of Monroe’s project – returning the hundreds of children’s skulls 

he has reclaimed from the drawers of museums to the land and community they were 

taken from – not only brings us full circle to the mysterious woman Tecumseh and Lum 

spy during the opening of the novel (who happens to be a wig-wearing Monroe caught in 

the act of a late night burial), but also to how Monroe re-opens Tecumseh’s worldview to 

the very real and ongoing debate of Native North American bone reclamation. As 

Monroe reveals to Tecumseh, 

‘Oh,’ says Monroe, ‘I stole them [the skulls] from lots of museums. Toronto. New 

York. Paris. London. Berlin. You name the museum, I’ve probably been there.’ 

He stares into the distance and watches the sky clearing. He’s more somber now, 
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and he slumps against the side of the truck as if he’s just recalled a sad story or is 

dead on his feet. 

 ‘Children.’ Monroe turns his face away from the light and looks towards 

the river. ‘I found them in drawers and boxes and stuck away on dusty shelves. 

Indian children.’ 

 I sit on the ground. Soldier comes over and puts his head on my lap. 

 ‘Happens all the time,’ says Monroe. ‘Anthropologists and archaeologists 

dig the kids up, clean them off, and stick them in drawers. […] So I rescued 

them.’ […] 

 ‘And you brought them back here.’ 

 Monroe picks up the skull. ‘Look around you,’ he says. ‘This is the centre 

of the universe. Where else would I bring them? Where else would they want to 

be?’ (King 250-251) 

While Monroe’s reasoning carries with it a passionate desire to reunite the Blackfoot 

community with what was once removed and then hidden away by others, he also creates 

a doubly charged effect that positions his apprentice – a living child who possesses the 

ability to change the story of himself and his community through his environmental 

experience in nature – with the memory of the deceased children before him, whose 

stories can only be carried forward and exposed if there is someone like Monroe (and by 

extension, Tecumseh) to help them tell it. There is a sense of powerlessness present as 

Monroe “is, of course, unable to undo the massacres that killed the Blackfoot children” 

(Schwieger 41). However, in returning the skulls to Tecumseh’s childhood place of 

nature – sacred prairie ground – Monroe “does alter the memory of the event and 
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transforms a formerly unacknowledged event of American [and Canadian] history into an 

affirmation of Native American culture and tradition” (Schwieger 41). As a “memento 

mori that fuses helplessness and innocence with death” (Goldman 272), the skull 

Tecumseh (with Lum and Soldier) discovers on his own also symbolically allows him to 

share in Monroe’s role of recovery all on his own, in addition to transforming the prairie 

environment into a site that records the act of return and of the effort to remember.62 

Nevertheless, it is Monroe’s words to Tecumseh before they put the bones in the river – 

“‘Look around you’” (King 251) – that once again urges the latter to “reconceptualiz[e] 

[his] place and [his] identity” (Lynch et al. 4) with a different perspective towards his 

coming of age in nature. The consequence of “looking again” additionally allows us to be 

able to read the stories of an environment and bioregion as such. 

In discussing Monroe’s character with Andrews, King states: 

Monroe Swimmer, who comes back from Toronto, this famous Indian artist who 

has enough money to change the world, and yet the ways in which he tries to 

change the world in some ways don’t make any kind of sense. Painting Indians 

back into a picture where they are bleeding through might be an interesting 

exercise, putting iron buffalo on the prairies is an interesting exercise, painting the 

church is an interesting exercise. He goes through all of these things, putting kites 

up in the sky to teach about blue, and platforms in the grass to teach the grass 

about green. But in the end it doesn’t save Lum. It doesn’t save Tecumseh. 

Doesn’t save Soldier. (Andrews 170) 

                                                        
62 As previously mentioned, Rebecca asks Tecumseh for help in finding her duck. While he is 
unsuccessful in doing so, his attempt allows him to more closely identify with her and his actions 
are a larger metaphor for attempting to do more through the knowledge he has gained in his 
environmental experience in nature. 
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And indeed, while the three stages discussed thus far (the church, the buffalo, and the 

children’s skulls) do not prevent Lum from choosing to end his life nor does it keep 

Soldier from innocently chasing after him (thinking Lum’s sprint to the bridge is one of 

their old running games), I would argue that the project – and the fact that Tecumseh’s 

environmental experience in nature greatly revolves around its growth through his 

participation and self-evolution – does do something for Tecumseh, especially in the final 

stage of the bonfire. As a powerful way to bring together his broken community, Monroe 

creates a giant bonfire and enlists Tecumseh’s help in emptying the church of its contents 

in preparation for “a cathartic potlatch event” (Archibald-Barber 252). Archibald-Barber 

calls it “a consolatory gesture” (252) and Schwieger “a ceremonial communal cleansing” 

(40), but the bonfire’s symbolism is clear: it is a communal focus on the individuals of 

both Truth and Bright Water and “designed to center people’s attention on their own 

identity” (40).  

Notably, while Monroe takes most of the responsibility in assigning the items to 

the individuals at the bonfire, Tecumseh steps into his own by choosing a small bronze 

sculpture of an Indian running alongside an elk for Lum. Once the bonfire is complete 

and Lum’s and Soldier’s deaths have been officially mourned, Tecumseh is – for the first 

time since Monroe’s arrival – left truly alone to reflect upon the final results of the 

transformations in self and place that mark the end of this stage of his coming-of-age 

process in nature: 

I walk the river bank from the bridge to the flat, just like the night Lum and 

Soldier and I went searching for the woman. […] 
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 I can see the buffalo on the sides of the coulees and on the bluff 

overlooking the Shield. A few of them have wandered off and aren’t where 

they’re supposed to be, but most of them have stayed put. Monroe said they might 

move around a bit and that it isn’t a worry as long as they stay in sight. 

 The river is still high. But later in the summer, when the water drops and 

the gravel beds and sandbars appear in mid-stream, you’ll be able to wade to the 

middle and never be in over your knees. 

I get up to the Horns around noon and stand on the rocks. Below me, a 

flock of pelicans skims along the surface of the water, and farther out, flurries of 

seagulls beat their way towards Bright Water and the landfill. I stand on the edge 

of the Horns for a long time and look down. The water here is deep and black, and 

I wonder how it would feel to plunge such a great distance and have nothing to 

break your fall. (King 262) 

For Tecumseh, this is as much a moment of solace-seeking from the surrounding 

environment as it is a mental inventory of what has changed and what has not. The river 

bank is still the river bank, but without Lum and Soldier walking along it; the buffalo are 

in their places, but a few have wandered slightly; the landfill in Bright Water is still a 

threat to the act of sustainable dwelling; and Tecumseh’s last thoughts about how deep 

and black the water is has the potential to upset the progress he has achieved in his 

deepened awareness of his bioregion by repeating Lum’s tragic decision.  

Tecumseh, of course, does not follow out of grief in his cousin’s footsteps, but his 

eventual admission that he misses Lum and Soldier at the close of the novel indicates that 

he now carries the responsibility of considering and enacting an alternate future both in 
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relationship to the historical and political burdens of his people, as well as in maintaining 

the right relationship with the prairie environment initiated by Monroe in order to ensure 

a potential vision of sustainable dwelling continues on in his absence. Notably, of all the 

children in the novel, Tecumseh is symbolically the only one left to represent the future 

of his community through the knowledge he has gained in his environmental experiences 

as influenced by Lum and Monroe. While King leaves the narrative open-ended, what 

Tecumseh has learned to do by the end of this stage of his growth to maturity – to not 

only evaluate how he inhabits the landscape, but the ways in which he can sustain his 

dwelling in order to reinhabit it more thoughtfully – enables him to continue what 

Monroe has left behind. Akin to how Monroe physically and metaphorically brings the 

child skulls to light, Tecumseh’s first gesture towards embracing this new state of 

reinhabitation comes in the form of taking Lum’s sculpture out of his dark bedroom and 

placing it on the piano Monroe gifts him with “so it could be in the light” (King 264) – a 

commemorative link not only to Lum’s lesson of “look again,” but also to moving 

beyond the apprenticeship role he occupied under Monroe. With his teacher’s absence 

symbolic of his readiness, Tecumseh now possesses the capacity to continue restoring the 

bioregion into a place of “sacred geography” (Schwieger 42). 

 

Conclusion 

In his introduction to The Prairie Experience, Terry Angus notes that man’s 

constant struggle with the land, his battle with the seemingly hostile elements of snow, 

drought, floods, and winds, and the rural-to-urban shift where one leaves the land for the 

city are common characteristics found in prairie fiction (1-2). These elements can still be 
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found in Canadian prairie novels; however, a focus on the childhood prairie experience 

provides another way in which we may see the importance of looking at the prairie 

through the lens of bioregionalism, while also placing value on the child’s developing 

relationship with his surrounding environment through the idea of future visions of 

sustainable dwelling. 

In examining the portrayal of Brian’s and Tecumseh’s growing ecological 

consciousness, the boy’s eye view of prairie life becomes an integral part of anchoring 

the formative moments they experience to how they learn to become “firmly rooted in 

[their] own place[s]” (Mitchell qtd. in Harrison, Intimations 13) and a wilderness that is 

about where they are. Kerber’s use of sustainable dwelling to link the “beginnings” and 

“endings” of stories to different kinds of environmental relations to prairie literature and 

landscape is helpful in tracing the evolution of Brian’s and Tecumseh’s coming-of-age 

processes so as to see how the development of a deeper awareness of nature results in a 

different perception of the self in relationship to place. My interpretation of sustainable 

dwelling also encompasses a gesture towards a future version of the child either as an 

imminent vision of the young protagonist’s self or through a gesture of his future 

potential for action.  

Based on the new ecological knowledge gathered from the formative moments 

that take place within the prairie environment and of which are supported by individuals 

who fulfill guide-to-nature roles, Brian (in his declaration to become a dirt doctor) and 

Tecumseh (whose graduation from the apprenticeship role is marked by Monroe’s 

decision to leave) represent a future promise to work towards sustaining the dwellings 

that have become and will continue to be their childhood places of nature. Notably, the 
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prairie environment Mitchell and King leave their young protagonists with at the end of 

their respective novels is still in need of healing – and in leaving the prairie without a 

solid, final fix to its environmental problems, both authors use their protagonists to 

comment on where the responsibility to the bioregion has now come to rest.  

As Muriel Whitaker observes, Mitchell’s “perceptions of the boy-on-the-prairies 

theme [is] emphasized by play and contemplation” (98) and it is an idea that can also be 

applied to King’s Tecumseh. However, in linking this theme to my earlier view of the 

boys as they are tasked with making sustainable dwelling a reality, I would like to amend 

Whitaker’s “play and contemplation” to be a movement from “play to contemplation.” 

While both Brian and Tecumseh share similarities in regard to “play,”63 the moments of 

“contemplation” – especially those found at the end of each novel – are slightly different 

in how they are encouraged to move towards a prospective vision of sustainable dwelling 

and future versions of themselves.  

For Brian, his future as a “dirt doctor” is bright and, perhaps, even a bit too 

perfect as the solitary walk he takes at the close of the novel maintains an eternal and 

endless view of the prairie. While not completely Edenic, this view of the prairie 

environment does leave Brian room to ponder over his childhood place of nature as 

something that is still wholesome, full of new discoveries waiting for him, and contains a 

space for him to inhabit as a future healer. Moreover, the role Sean has in the growth 

Brian will continue to experience beyond the end of the novel indicates that, while Brian 

has undergone the necessary transformation to achieve a more mature attitude towards 

                                                        
63 For example, their friends are mostly, if not all, boys, which results in mischievous antics; and 
they are both deeply attached to and playful with their animal companions, who accompany them 
on explorations of the prairie landscape. 
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the environment thus far, it is implied that there is more to learn about the changes his 

region will need and how he will be able to contribute. 

By contrast, Tecumseh’s future is darker. Mourning the deaths of Lum and 

Soldier and with Monroe now absent, Tecumseh contemplates his prairie landscape and 

self as a mixture of the changed and the unchanged: his solitary walk allows him to see 

the positive, restorative work he has helped Monroe to complete, but also the Bright 

Water landfill – an image that leaves Tecumseh with the reminder that his region and his 

people are still in need of continued change. While we do not know exactly how 

Tecumseh will participate in sustaining the future of his dwelling, it is evident that 

environmental change has already been set in motion through the restoration project and 

the knowledge and new outlook he has gained from it. As such, Tecumseh represents the 

promise of a newer vision, environmentally and culturally, through the role of and ability 

to enact healing, which he has inherited from Monroe.  

In achieving new visions of self and land at the end of their respective narratives, 

Brian and Tecumseh continue the movement towards action through their potential to 

affect how their dwellings will be sustained in the future. However, unlike Wildlives’ 

Jérémie and Crow Lake’s Kate, where we not only see the act but also the results of 

action through the theme of conservation, sustainable dwelling’s use of future visions of 

possibility can only gesture towards the promise to apply the eco-knowledge gained at 

this point in the child figure’s growth. Lisamarie (Monkey Beach) and Maggie (Shelter), 

as we will see in the following chapter, also experience a similar outcome in terms of 

their future action – and the results of those actions – being left undefined by the authors 

of their narratives. Nevertheless, in an echo of Tecumseh’s learning to “look again,” 
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Lisamarie and Maggie expand that idea into a “double vision,” where the need to return, 

reclaim, and recover through the journey of reinhabitation strongly values the child 

figure’s ability to re-envision self and place in a different way upon their return home. 



166 

 

Chapter 5 

The Child and the Journey of Reinhabitation on the West Coast  

Eden Robinson’s Monkey Beach and Frances Greenslade’s Shelter 

 

Oh, everything in nature has something to tell me.  
George Bowering, Burning Water 

 
 

Solutions are in our nature. 
The David Suzuki Foundation motto 

 
 
Even where wild nature does not directly provide the controlling images of our literary 
works, allusions to the wilderness continue to subtly colour our writing. 

Bruce Litteljohn and Jon Pearce, Marked by the Wild: An 
Anthology of Literature Shaped by the Canadian 
Wilderness 

 
 
 
 
 
 

As “[p]erhaps the most distinctive key term in bioregional discourse” (Lynch et 

al. 6), reinhabitation – and my pairing of it with the journey motif – fittingly crescendos 

the movement from reflection to action that I have traced in the development of the child 

figures discussed in this dissertation thus far. In moving from the melancholic image of 

nature that is hauntingly immoveable and fully sustained by nostalgia as discussed in 

“The Boat” and The Mountain and the Valley, Wildlives and Crow Lake come to 

accentuate an increasingly more energetic child-nature relationship through the act(ion) 

of conservation before Who Has Seen the Wind and Truth and Bright Water establishes 
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the achievement of newer visions of self and place that carry the potential to affect a 

more sustainable dwelling at a future time. In Chapter 5, I propose that Eden Robinson’s 

Monkey Beach (2000) and Frances Greenslade’s Shelter (2011) continue to build upon 

the child-nature relationship through an exploration of the need to return, recover, and 

reclaim through reinhabitation as an act(ion) that takes place within the journey motif. 

But before discussing these two novels in greater detail, I would first like to look at some 

key definitions that not only inform this chapter’s framework, but also the coming-of-age 

processes in nature that Robinson’s and Greenslade’s young protagonists undergo. 

Coined in the 1970s, the term reinhabitation – in perhaps its most quoted 

bioregional form – revolves around the idea of learning how to live-in-place as 

recognized by Peter Berg (a bioregionalist) and Raymond Dasmann (an ecologist): 

[Reinhabitation denotes] learning to live-in-place in an area that has been 

disrupted and injured through past exploitation. It involves becoming native to a 

place through becoming aware of the particular ecological relationships that 

operate within and around it. It means undertaking activities and evolving social 

behavior that will enrich the life of that place, restore its life-support systems, and 

establish an ecologically and socially sustainable pattern of existence within it. 

(36) 

According to Lawrence Buell, “This gloss has [not only] proven durable,” but 

additionally “presupposes a prior indigenous dispensation (hence the ‘re-’ prefix and the 

‘becoming native’ stipulation)” that can be looked at as a model of how to live more 

lightly upon the land (Future 146). Reinhabitation also expresses a “commitment to an 

ecologically sustainable lifestyle that involves both ecological literacy and involvement 
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in a place-based community” (Future 146), which poet-ecocritic Gary Snyder also 

supports in his exploration of reinhabitation as a way of “start[ing] to turn back to the 

land, to place” (28).64 More recently, Tom Lynch, Cheryll Glotfelty, and Karla 

Armbruster in The Bioregional Imagination: Literature, Ecology, and Place use Berg and 

Dasmann’s definition as a basis for their views of reinhabitation as a “principle [that] can 

be applicable nearly everywhere” from urban settings to the environment and can – 

amongst other things – help reimagine what a bioregionally inspired local literary 

tradition might consist of (6).  

In using the ideas of learning to live-in-place,65 the acquirement of ecological 

literacy and knowledge, the importance of being involved in a place-based community, 

and the act of turning back to the land, the theme of reinhabitation “challeng[es] 

audiences to consider [different] perspectives on their place and time” (Kelly), 

particularly in regards to the child-nature relationship. As I will show in my discussion of 

Monkey Beach’s Lisamarie Hill and Shelter’s Maggie Dillon, the ability or potential for 

them to reinhabit their childhood places of nature by the end of their journey cycles is 

enabled by how they come to re-establish their connections to the land: through their 

developing sense of selves in relationship to place, the challenges and obstacles they face 

and how that affects their “double vision” or abilities to see differently, and the guide-to-

nature figures who hold important roles in the gathering and sharing of ecological 

knowledge and tradition. Despite these similarities, however, how Lisamarie and Maggie 

                                                        
64 Also see Snyder’s A Place in Space: Ethics, Aesthetics, and Watersheds (pgs. 183-191).  
65 While learning to live-in-place is associated with doing so in an area that has been disrupted by 
environmental degradation as per Berg and Dasmann, I would also like to extend this meaning to 
include other forms of disintegration (such as absent parents and broken families) influential to 
the coming-of-age process.  
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actually do “reinhabit” inevitably differs because of the historical, cultural, and political 

differences that characterize Indigenous and settler perspectives. 

In placing the act(ion) of reinhabitation within the circular journey motif,66 the 

coming-of-age processes in nature that Lisamarie and Maggie undergo allow for a return 

that is crucial to accentuating the changes they have undergone in achieving “a deeper – 

or at least different – awareness” (Dobrin and Kidd 7) of the environment and their 

relationship with it. As mentioned earlier, the prefix re in reinhabitation suggests the 

ability to look back upon – and to return to – more ecological ways of living on the land 

(Buell, Future 146), which also makes a simple return more complex if we view it as a 

“creative salvaging, a new-old process that reorients us toward elegant adaptation” 

(Lynch et al. 18). As such, Lisamarie’s and Maggie’s “homecomings” not only link the 

past with the present, but also express the hope that the environment can be restored as 

we have seen with Jérémie and Kate (Chapter 3) and Brian and Tecumseh (Chapter 4).  

In comparing Lisamarie’s and Maggie’s journeys, I acknowledge that each text 

draws upon different heritages and that this ultimately shapes the kind and type of 

childhood each protagonist has with the environment, the adults in their lives, and so on. 

The history of residential schools – which “w[ere] designed to sever students’ 

connections to Indigenous languages, spiritual systems, and knowledges” (McKegney 5) 

                                                        
66 The journey motif falls into two dominant categories – circular and linear – and can be 
spiritual, psychological, physical, etc. with a focus on the individual’s development. The former 
begins in one place, has the protagonist travel away from that place (encountering challenges and 
obstacles along the way), and allows the protagonist to return to the place of origin a more mature 
individual (Stott and Jones 526). The latter begins in one place and ends up in another with the 
character’s situation differing from beginning to end (528). Notably, whether the journey is 
circular or linear both accentuate that it is what happens along the journey that makes the 
difference for the individual. 
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– not only greatly impacts the traditional, cultural, and environmental knowledge that is 

passed down to Lisamarie as she grows, but additionally shapes how she experiences a 

coming of age that requires a re-envisioning of “identity, culture, spirituality, and politics 

in the aftermath of institutionalization” (7) as a result. While we catch glimpses of the 

serious effects colonization still holds on “an earlier generation of attendees” (12) (such 

as Uncle Mick, Aunt Trudy, and family friend, Josh) and the intergenerational 

repercussions looming in the “lives of Haisla youth in the post-residential school period” 

(12) (Lisamarie, her brother Jimmy, their cousin Tabitha, and their school friends), my 

focus for this chapter will only be on the impact of the residential school system as it 

pertains to loss of Indigenous knowledge and the environment under the concept of 

reinhabitation as defined above. Moreover, while I recognize that issues such as the 

gothic, trauma and memory, Indigenous spiritual epistemologies, repression, and magic 

realism67 are important to the discussion of Monkey Beach, they will not be included in 

this chapter’s attention to environmental issues. 

 

“I could see things in double exposure – the real world, and beyond it, the same 

world, but whole”: Eden Robinson’s Monkey Beach 

Born and raised on the Haisla Nation Kitamaat Reserve in northern British 

Columbia, Eden Robinson made her debut into the publishing world with Traplines 

                                                        
67 For more information on these particular ideas, see Jennifer Andrews (“Native Canadian 
Gothic Refigured: Reading Eden Robinson’s Monkey Beach”), Anja Mrak (“Trauma and Memory 
in Magical Realism: Eden Robinson’s Monkey Beach as Trauma Narrative”), Julia Emberley 
(“The Accidental Witness: Indigenous Epistemologies and Spirituality as Resistance in Eden 
Robinson’s Monkey Beach”), David Gaertner (“‘Something in Between’: Monkey Beach and the 
Haisla Return of the Return of the Repressed”), and Christopher Bracken (“Allegories of the Sun, 
Specters of Excess,” Magical Criticism: The Recourse of Savage Philosophy). 
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(1996), a collection of four short stories about youths haunted, trapped, abandoned, and 

in crisis. The collection “wisely established her own voice and vision” (Thomas), but 

moreover, led the way to her first novel, Monkey Beach, which is based on the events in 

the Traplines story, “Queen of the North.”68 As a multilayered novel, Monkey Beach has 

been praised for “expos[ing] the redemptive, vital lives of a once dying culture” 

(Jackson) and for “delicately evok[ing] the astonishing natural beauty of the Kitamaat 

region [and the] Haisla-Heiltsuk heritage [that] speak[s] of sustenance and loss” 

(Thomas). The accolades the novel has received – it was nominated for both the Giller 

Prize and the Governor General’s Award for Fiction in 2000, and won the 2001 Ethel 

Wilson Fiction Prize – not only recognizes Robinson’s contributing role to the growing 

canon of Indigenous Canadian Literature as “the first English-language book to be 

published by a Haisla writer” (Chou), but also celebrates her regional connections (the 

Ethel Wilson Prize is awarded annually to residents of British Columbia only).  

In revealing “a modern Haisla (Indigenous) understanding of one’s ongoing 

relation to the ancestral voices, and to ceremony, ritual, and vision” (Lacombe 261), 

Robinson allows Lisamarie’s growth to maturity in nature to be a process that 

purposefully contends with how one may choose to return, reclaim, and recover from 

“the [past] failure of Indigenous governance systems to protect ecological, linguistic and 

cultural integrity” (261) in the post-residential school period. While in the narrative 

present we see Lisamarie setting off alone in her boat towards Monkey Beach in search 

                                                        
68 “Queen of the North” tells the story of sixteen-year-old Adelaine (nicknamed Karaoke) as she 
prepares to send a grisly Ziploc bag package to the uncle who made her pregnant as a notification 
of her abortion. Jimmy, Karaoke’s boyfriend and Lisa’s younger brother, ends up finding the 
package (also in Monkey Beach pg. 365) and ominously decides to take a job on the fishing boat 
belonging to Karaoke’s uncle. Monkey Beach continues the story by opening with Lisamarie 
learning that Jimmy, Karaoke’s uncle, and their boat have gone missing.  
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of her missing brother, Jimmy (represented by the red circular extension in Figure 5.1), it 

is her constant return to the formative childhood moments in nature during that voyage 

(Figure 5.1’s black circle) that ultimately allows her to not only understand the 

environmental, traditional, and cultural changes that have come to affect her bioregion, 

but also her changing vision of and position within it.   

 

 

Figure 5.1 Lisamarie’s journey cycle 

 

Ella Soper-Jones argues in her ecocritical reading of Monkey Beach that industrial 

development and the resulting ecological degradation that occurs within the traditional 

Haisla territory is a “pervasive” and “ironic contrast” to what Lisamarie envisions in her 

moments of “double exposure”69:  

                                                        
69 In addition to being able to see her surrounding environment in more than one way, 
Lisamarie’s “double exposure” or double vision seeps into her traditional and cultural worlds, as 
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When I dreamed, I could see things in double exposure – the real world, and 

beyond it, the same world, but whole, with no clear-cuts, no pollution, no boats, 

no cars, no planes. Whales rolled in and out of the water, and not just orcas either. 

Some of them were large, dark grey whales. Some of them were smaller and 

black. Hundreds of birds I’d never seen before squawked and chirped in the air, 

on the beaches, in the trees. Later, in the spring, the beaches were white with 

herring eggs. Oolichans came next, filling the rivers so full with their shiny, 

shimmering bodies that I was sure I could cross it and not get my feet wet. 

(Robinson 265-266)  

Albeit nostalgic and idyllic in its description, Lisamarie’s childhood place of nature (the 

Kitamaat/Douglas Channel region), as it appears in this vision, reveals her deep desire to 

enact change – to restore the “ecological integrity of the past” (Soper-Jones 28) to the 

current state of her surrounding environment where, instead, “piles of clamshell and a 

scattering of beer and pop cans” (Robinson 41) mingle together on the beach and the 

“reliable oolichan runs” (92) have been compromised by the industries in town that 

pollute the rivers. The “ironic contrast of organic detritus with non-biodegradable litter” 

(Soper-Jones 27) may even extend to one of Lisamarie’s early childhood reflections on 

Monkey Beach (her other childhood place of nature) where she remembers the water as 

“so pure that you could see straight down to the bottom,” yet compares the colour of the 

kelp specifically to that of “brown beer bottles” (Robinson 13). Although kelp certainly 

                                                                                                                                                                     

well. As Coral Ann Howells notes, “like her fictional narrator, Robinson ‘sees things in double 
exposure’ because her storytelling imagination is embedded in her Native heritage of myths and 
cultural traditions but she is also distanced from that heritage by her English-Canadian education” 
(185); “Haisla carries echoes of meaning from an indigenous cultural inheritance that disrupts 
Lisa’s acculturation into white society” (189).  
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can be of that colour, it is a reference that nevertheless allows me to wonder if 

Robinson’s word choice is meant to subtly remind us of the environmental degradation 

that has become part of the larger ecosystem and ingrained upon Lisamarie’s emergent 

perceptions of place. Soper-Jones argues that Lisamarie’s focus on the past in the above 

instance “does not preclude the possibility of a return to such integrity in the future” (28); 

and it is a return I would additionally associate with Lisamarie’s reinhabitation of 

Monkey Beach seen at the end of the novel.  

The oolichans especially link Lisamarie to the landscape through her visionary 

capabilities: she can see what was, what currently is, and what could be within her own 

position as part of the future generation of the Haisla community and the next caretaker 

of this ancestral territory. As she, in the role of narrator, explains: 

The Kitimat River used to be the best one, but it has been polluted by all the 

industry in town, so you’d have to be pretty dense or desperate to eat anything 

from that river. Mom said the runs used to be so thick, you could walk across the 

river and not touch water. You didn’t even need a net; you could just scoop them 

up with your hat. (Robinson 92) 

The connection made between Lisamarie’s dream vision of oolichans “filling the rivers 

so full […] [she] was sure [she] could cross it and not get [her] feet wet” (266) and her 

mother’s knowledge that the rivers “used to be so thick, you could walk across the river 

and not touch water” (92) is twofold. On one hand, it confirms that the “crucial cultural 

practices [that] were tied [to “local natural cycles”] [are now] disrupted” (Vandervlist 

206). According to Soper-Jones, the oolichans were traditionally relied upon by the 

people Indigenous to the northwest coast of North America and played a key role in the 
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north Pacific coast ecosystem (24-25). Additionally, we also learn that the fish promoted 

trade between villages, that each of the places the fish spawned along the northwest coast 

“ha[ve] [their] own way of spelling and pronouncing ‘oolichans’ [:] eulachons, ooligans, 

ulicans, hollikans and oulachens” (Robinson 93), and that they are a foundational part of 

Haisla myths. In this way, the once harmonious economic, linguistic/cultural, and 

spiritual relationships now clash in Lisamarie’s eyes, which also contributes to her own 

struggles to negotiate the “social cognitive maps of traditional Haisla territory” (Soper-

Jones 26).  

Conversely, the fish and the disintegrating ecosystem/cultural knowledge and 

practice they represent accentuate Lisamarie’s growing association of a “geographical 

terrain [with] a terrain of consciousness” (Berg and Dasmann 36). Throughout the novel, 

it becomes progressively evident that Lisamarie is not only acutely and inherently aware 

of the environment around her, but is also actively seeking to understand “the ideas that 

have developed about how to live in that place [the bioregion]” (36). Her perspective of 

the past and present oolichans as a series of different yet interlinking relationships 

between nature, culture, history, and heritage is one such instance.  

Another example is Lisamarie’s continual turn to the surrounding environment for 

solace, comfort, and reflection as she struggles to understand her ability to see the spirits 

others cannot, in coming “to terms with [her] family’s silence around a number of 

historic grievances” (Lacombe 265), and to sort out her own changing identity with the 

land and sea of traditional Haisla territory. When she experiences one of her spirit visits 

from the bell-wearing, troll-like “little man,” for instance, Lisamarie chooses the beach 

after her parents dismiss the episode as simply another nightmare: “Without thinking, I 
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went downstairs and put on my coat. I didn’t know where I was going. I ended up on the 

beach. I tucked my knees up and hugged them. I closed my eyes and listened to the 

waves as the tide came in” (Robinson 234-235). Additionally, while on her boat journey 

to find Jimmy, present time Lisamarie perceives the ocean of her bioregion to be one that 

offers relief: 

Since it’s early in the morning, I’m going out with the tide and there’s no wind. 

Rain splatters me. I blink, water creeping down through my collar, plastering my 

hair flat and stinging my face. I’m cold and can’t see much, but I don’t mind. 

There is nothing like being on the ocean to clear the head. (138) 

Lisamarie’s continual turn towards her surrounding environment for solace allows her 

coming-of-age process in nature to involve a constantly evolving perspective and 

sensitivity to the “interwoven threads of place and history” (Lacombe 263). In the words 

of bioregional scholar Michael Vincent McGinnis, a partnership with the bioregion 

“requires opening up the human senses and sensibilities to the surrounding landscape” (8) 

and, as a result, “an acute awareness of one’s place [and a] sensitivity to place [can] 

cultivate an ecological consciousness and communal identity” (8). This becomes 

especially important for Lisamarie as she not only learns how to negotiate her place 

between two cultures (“indigenous cultural inheritance” and “acculturation into white 

society” (Howells 189)), but additionally to balance her emerging responsibilities as both 

a future caretaker and defender of her childhood places of nature. 

Thus far, we have seen that Lisamarie exhibits a detailed and thoughtful 

developing awareness of the environment around her, both as a young child and even 

more so in the narrative present as she makes her way alone to Monkey Beach. However, 
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it is the guidance she receives under the watchful eyes of her grandmother, Ma-ma-oo, 

and her uncle, Mick, that ultimately transforms a bioregional partnership initiated at a 

young age into an apprenticeship with nature. Ma-ma-oo, “that devoted guardian of 

Haisla beliefs and customs” (Howells 191), teaches young Lisamarie how to respect the 

land and introduces her to viewing the bioregion in a way that compliments the gift of 

“double vision” she possesses, while Mick educates her on how to be a “little warrior” 

(Robinson 69) – an affectionate moniker he uses for Lisamarie that both embraces the 

“spirit of resistance” (Soper-Jones 20) she already possesses in her practice of squashing 

colonial stereotypes70 and, I would argue, gestures toward her role as the future protector 

and caretaker of her community’s environment, culture, and tradition.  

In sharing traditional Haisla myths with Lisamarie, teaching her a new Haisla 

word a day so that she may “really understand the old stories” (Robinson 211), and 

spending time together in nature with her granddaughter, Ma-ma-oo becomes a steadfast 

matriarchal figure of not only the indigenous tradition that is at odds with the other 

members of Lisamarie’s immediate family,71 but also an intimate source of ecological 

knowledge about the forests, rocky inlets, waters, and vegetation that make up 

Lisamarie’s natural environment. Hiking through clearings to find kolu’n (sapling 

cottonwood), paying respect to Ba-ba-oo through offerings at the Octopus Beds,72 and 

learning the difference between regular blueberries and pipxs’m, present day Lisamarie’s 

                                                        
70 For an example, see Monkey Beach pgs. 68-69. 
71 In comparison to Mick and Ma-ma-oo, Lisamarie’s parents, Albert and Gladys, are tentative 
about outwardly showing their Haisla identities. As Coral Ann Howells notes, “Her parents have 
adopted the middle-class ambitions of the white world and deliberately suppressed their cultural 
background, though their lifestyle on the reserve mixes and tries to unite white and indigenous 
values” (191-192).  
72 Monkey Beach pgs. 78-79. 
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recounting of specific, formative moments with Ma-ma-oo in nature as she gets closer to 

her destination of Monkey Beach emphasize that “childhood experiences in, of, and with 

the natural world are often deeply formative” (Dobrin and Kidd 5).  

Notably, the portrayal of Lisamarie through these flashback moments with Ma-

ma-oo displays two things: her growing maturity and knowledge as she picks up Haisla 

vocabulary, participates in traditional practices, and learns of her family history through 

oral storytelling; as well as how she begins to view herself in relationship with nature and 

tradition through “Indigenous Knowledge (IK) as environmental knowledge” (McGregor 

398).73 According to Nancy Turner and Helen Clifton in their discussion of how the 

Indigenous Peoples of British Columbia are accommodating and responding to 

environmental change, Indigenous Knowledge (IK) is defined as a value-laden system 

consisting of inextricably integrated observation, experience, beliefs, and philosophies 

passed down by cultural transmission over generations (181); this knowledge system’s 

values and beliefs can affect human behaviour and, as such, may also have a specific role 

to play in responses to environmental change (181). Martha Johnson, former executive 

director of the Dene Cultural Institute in the Northwest Territories, also suggests that IK, 

“With its roots firmly in the past, […] is both cumulative and dynamic, building upon the 

                                                        
73 Deborah McGregor discusses the difference, as well as the relationship between, IK and 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) in her article, “Coming Full Circle: Indigenous 
Knowledge, Environment, and Our Future.” She notes that IK “itself is not an invention of non-
Indigenous people […] In an Indigenous context, IK is by nature also environmental knowledge 
[and] is not simply a product (knowledge) or commodity; it is a process as well” (389; 391). 
TEK, on the other hand, is “a recent term, coined in the 1980s by academics to describe a new 
and burgeoning field of research. Unfortunately, for the most part, TEK ‘experts’ are not 
Aboriginal people (the holders of the knowledge), and control of the TEK agenda has not been 
held by Aboriginal people for some time (it arguably never was) […] although TEK is a construct 
of non-Indigenous origin, the knowledge or way of life to which it refers is very real and 
originates with Indigenous people” (395).  
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experience of earlier generations and adapting to the new technological and 

socioeconomic changes of the present” (qtd. in McGregor 393): IK is “a process” that, in 

itself, calls for the act of doing, not just knowing (McGregor 391).  

When Lisamarie and Ma-ma-oo go on an outing for oxasuli and cedar, their 

knowledge can be seen as something that not only bridges past with present in the 

knowledge transmission from one generation to another, but also as a form of teaching 

one how to “do”: 

[…] [Ma-ma-oo] pulled out a pack of cigarettes and unwrapped the cellophane. 

 ‘Holy. When did you start smoking?’ 

 ‘Not for me. I’m getting some cedar branches. You leave tobacco here, 

see?’ She broke one of the cigarettes and left the tobacco scattered at the bottom 

of the cedar trunk. She said some words in Haisla, then she broke off one of the 

branches. ‘We’ll get four for you, and four for me.’ 

 ‘You’re giving tobacco to a tree?’ 

 ‘The tobacco is for the tree spirits. You take something, you give 

something. I’m asking for protection. Going to go up in the corners of my house. 

Put these in your bedroom. Hang them up like this.’ 

[…] We hung the cedar in her house first and put oxasuli on the windowsills [to 

protect “from ghosts, spirits, bad medicine”]. When we put the cedar up in my 

room, Dad came in and raised an eyebrow when he saw what we were doing, but 

he didn’t say anything. (Robinson 152; 154) 

Here, Lisamarie not only learns how to be patient and perceptive as she watches her 

grandmother carefully locate and unbury the medicinally powerful root, but also the 
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importance of treating the land with respect when they locate the cedar they need. 

Interestingly, what she learns from Ma-ma-oo about tobacco above, as well as later on 

when she develops her cigarette smoking habit – “‘Tobacco was sacred, long time ago. 

The smoke, it lifted prayers to the gods’” (247) – circles back to her in the present day: “I 

cover the cigarette with one hand as I smoke. Ah, tobacco, whose sacred smoke carries 

wishes to the spirit world. Please let me find Jimmy” (217). Treated with more severity in 

the latter instance, Lisamarie’s reverence to tobacco carries with it the essence of Ma-ma-

oo’s teachings and marks her participation in “reassembl[ing] the fragments of a damaged 

culture, [and] finding through that a renewed source of strength” (Howells 192).  

Lisamarie’s willingness to partake in Ma-ma-oo’s wisdom by hanging cedar in 

her own room and putting oxasuli on her own windowsill despite odd looks from her 

father not only shows Lisamarie’s investment in her apprenticeship in nature – it 

additionally accentuates the extent to which she begins to identify Ma-ma-oo with the 

landscape and seascape of her childhood places of nature. Returning to Ma-ma-oo’s 

home after a day of picking wild crabapples, for example, Lisamarie finds herself being 

lulled by the waves crawling up the beach before sliding back towards the ocean, which 

she sees from the open window: 

  ‘Lisa.’ 

 I hadn’t realized I was drifting off, and I became confused, thinking I 

heard Ma-ma-oo call my name. But it was only the soft, sibilant whisper of the 

waves rolling against the shore. (Robinson 187) 

With one moment indistinguishable from the other, Ma-ma-oo (as represented through 

the voice) and the water (which calls with the same sibilance found in Lisamarie’s name) 
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both come to inhabit a shared geographical space, spiritually and metaphorically. To see 

Ma-ma-oo reflected within the surrounding environment in such a way is to also see the 

local bioregion as linked to human identity and vice versa – an idea that, according to 

Lynch, Glotfelty, and Armbruster, bioregionalists have come to investigate in their 

“reconceptualizations of place and identity” (4).  

Likewise, there is, perhaps, a desire – despite the initial confusion – on 

Lisamarie’s part to preserve the perfection of the moment, too, where nature and human 

are together in a way that precludes the ecological degradation discussed earlier and 

which becomes an echo of her vision of pristine nature. In another moment shared under 

Ma-ma-oo’s watchful eye in nature, Lisamarie finds herself on a boat in search of halibut: 

Ma-ma-oo didn’t gun the motor so we puttered along. The day promised to be a 

scorcher, but out on the ocean with the spray cooling my face and the wind drying 

it away, the heat was bearable. I wished summer would never end. I wished I 

could do this all year and never have to go back to school. I wished I could pick 

berries and go fishing with Ma-ma-oo and spend all my days wandering. 

(Robinson 253)  

The quiet comfort Lisamarie finds in the company of Ma-ma-oo resonates with her own 

growing perception of place – a place that Ma-ma-oo has shaped into its own “cumulative 

body of knowledge, practice and belief” (Berkes qtd. in Turner and Clifton 181) for 

Lisamarie to continue exploring, especially after she passes away and the apprenticeship 

technically ends. Ultimately, young Lisamarie chooses not to do anything more with the 

knowledge she has gained under Ma-ma-oo’s guidance at this stage in her coming-of-age 

process as, shortly after Ma-ma-oo’s death, she quits school, stops exploring the 
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bioregion, and takes off to Vancouver where she falls in with the wrong crowd. However, 

Ma-ma-oo’s impactful teachings are not lost on her. In fact, the remembrance of these 

teachings allows her to realize that an escape to the urban environment of Vancouver 

cannot replace what the bioregion of her childhood has offered her and will continue to 

offer her if she chooses to return. 

Complementary to Ma-ma-oo’s lessons of respect for and patience with the land 

and seascape is Uncle Mick’s “warrior”74 attitude towards Indigenous rights and 

protection of the flora and fauna that share their surrounding environment. As the second 

significant nature-based relationship that aids Lisamarie in her navigation of self in 

relationship to place, Mick becomes a guide to nature in a similar way Ma-ma-oo does by 

taking his niece out to pick thimbleberry and salmonberry shoots, “wander[ing] through 

the bushes, stopping to examine interesting trees or listen to birds or throw rocks in 

rivers” (Robinson 73) along the way, and teaching her how to check the family fishing 

net section by section.  

One of the most important lessons Mick encourages young Lisamarie to absorb is 

to “see [everything] with fresh eyes” (Robinson 112), which plays with the “double 

vision” gift she possesses but struggles to understand and accept as she moves through 

                                                        
74 While my focus on Mick’s “warrior” attitude leans more towards how it relates to the 
protection of the environment, it is also a strong part of his social consciousness of indigenous 
affairs and treatment (he spent his childhood in a residential school and joins the American Indian 
Movement before returning home). Mick takes care to teach Lisamarie about the affects of being 
“alienated through colonialism” (Dobson 61) through the songs he constantly has playing in his 
truck cassette player (such as “FBI Lies,” “Fuck the Oppressors,” and “I Shot Custer” (Robinson 
68)) and firmly believes that “‘She’s got to know about these things’” (68). Lisamarie does Mick 
especially proud when she refuses to read from a schoolbook that says “the Indians on the 
northwest coast of British Columbia had killed and eaten people as religious sacrifices” (68) and 
sings “Fuck the Oppressors” on her way to the principal’s office. Mick has the teacher’s note 
laminated, framed, and hung in the centre of the living room: “He put his arm around me, 
swallowed hard a few times and looked misty. ‘My little warrior’” (69). 
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the stages of her growth to maturity in nature.75 Always a defender of Lisamarie’s 

tendency to be more rebellious than her parents would like, Mick consistently provides 

his “little warrior” (69) with opportunities to channel that energy into creating an open 

and positive attitude towards the environment:  

Near the end of the beach, we turned up into the trees and followed a trail to a 

small stream and then up to a clear, dark pool. 

He sat down on a log that was green with moss and lichen. As he set his 

pails down, I sat beside him, the log squishing underneath me, soft with rot. […] 

The stream was quiet, making whispery sounds. 

Mick finally stood up and dipped his pails into the pool. I handed him 

mine, and he filled it halfway. The water was clear, but littered with twigs. 

‘Taste it,’ Mick said. 

I shook my head. 

‘It’s good.’ As if to prove it, he leaned over the pool, and dipped his hand 

in the water. ‘Ahhh.’ 

He moved aside, and I cautiously copied him. It was burning cold and 

sweet with the taste of trees. He grinned. I drank a few more handfuls. (103) 

The “taste of trees” (103) adds a particularly sensory aspect to Lisamarie’s change in 

perception, and in one sense, she is not only being shown how to take the time to observe 

what makes up the environment that shapes her childhood – another echo of Ma-ma-oo 

and her lessons – but also to absorb it in both a literal and metaphorical manner. In 

consciously allowing his apprentice to experience fluctuations in perception and self-
                                                        
75 The ability to see something differently than before is similar to what Tecumseh (Chapter 4) 
must also negotiate in his coming-of-age process and in learning how to “look again” (King 13).  
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discovery as seen above, Mick holds a significant role in helping Lisamarie create the 

foundational moments in nature that will come back to her later on during the 

unaccompanied boat journey to Monkey Beach.  

Following in Ma-ma-oo’s footsteps, Mick demonstrates the importance of 

understanding the “close connectivity between ourselves and the other lifeforms with 

whom we share the planet” and how that also “help[s] shape our behaviour in a way that 

takes this other life and environmental entities essential to us into account” (Turner and 

Clifton 181). Mick’s treatment of the halibut, for example, helps create another system of 

ecological knowledge for Lisamarie:  

As the pot came over the rim of the boat, a halibut inside began to flap. There 

were three crabs clinging to it. 

 ‘Far out,’ Mick said, panting. 

 ‘How’d it get through such a tiny hole?’ I said. 

 Mick shrugged. ‘Don’t touch it. It means either really good luck or really 

bad luck, I think. We’ll have to ask someone. But meanwhile, there you go, big 

fella.’ Mick opened the pot and dumped the halibut back in the water. It spiraled 

into the darkness, its pale white belly flashing as it sank. 

 ‘What’d you do that for?’ I said. 

 ‘It’s a magical thing,’ Mick said. ‘You aren’t supposed to touch them if 

you don’t know how to handle them.’ 

 ‘It’s just a halibut.’ 

 ‘Do you know how it got in the pot?’ 

 I shook my head. 
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 ‘Then leave it alone. We got enough crabs anyway. Let’s get going.’ 

(Robinson 98-99) 

Mick’s Indigenous knowledge is built on a respect and preservation that complements the 

one Ma-ma-oo also promotes. The uncertainty expressed about whether the halibut is 

good or bad luck, however, is a reminder that while Mick does possess the knowledge 

and ability to guide Lisamarie in her own explorations of the bioregion and to be a role 

model for her, he is also an inevitable victim to the environmental, traditional, and 

cultural degradation that is passed from generation to generation (see Footnote 78). 

Nevertheless, Mick does attempt to counter this void by bringing his niece out onto the 

ocean on boat trips and helping her explore the land with a different awareness through 

the knowledge he does possess.  

As Coral Ann Howells points out in her chapter, “Writing in English, Dreaming 

in Haisla: Eden Robinson, Monkey Beach,” “Monkey Beach is filled with echoes” (191). 

But before we get to the beach, it must be said that those “echoes” also extend to the 

flashbacks themselves and are created through Lisamarie’s own actions as influenced by 

Mick, Ma-ma-oo, and the guidance she receives from both. This becomes especially true 

in the flashback moment of how Lisamarie decides to commemorate Mick after his death 

in a fishing accident:  

I bought a tin of Sago tobacco, a portable stereo and an Elvis tape. I picked up all 

the dry driftwood that I could carry, and made a fire. I turned on the tape recorder, 

and Elvis sang ‘Such a Night.’ 

 The waves surged against the rocks. Down the Douglas Channel, I could 

see fat, lumbering clouds inching south. 
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 ‘For Mick,’ I said, throwing loose tobacco on the fire.  

 ‘What are you doing?’ Jimmy said. 

 ‘Just shut up,’ I said, staring out at the place where Mick used to set the 

net. My father had pulled Mick’s corpse from the net and wrapped him in a tarp. 

Mick’s face, right arm and part of his left leg had been eaten off by seals and 

crabs. 

 ‘What did he look like?’ Jimmy asked me, greedy for details. 

 ‘An ugly fish,’ I told him. ‘A bad catch.’ (Robinson 148) 

According to Harry Vandervlist in “Nature as Memory and the Need for Agents of 

Recall: From Shaman to Curator in Eden Robinson and Jon Whyte,” the “crisis [of 

Mick’s death] appears to invoke some of Lisa’s traditional abilities” (207). The use of 

tobacco, for example, revisits an earlier moment with Ma-ma-oo when Lisamarie learns 

the power it possesses as an offering or a calling to the spirits during their search for 

oxasuli and cedar, which she now puts into practice in her own way. Additionally, 

bringing something that was special to Mick (his favourite music) and doing the 

ceremony in an area where the two of them spent time together parallels the moment 

when she helps Ma-ma-oo complete a similar ritual for her Ba-ba-oo (grandfather), 

Sherman, on his birthday earlier in the novel.76 

                                                        
76 Further parallels include: Lisamarie noticing the Douglas Channel (“Down the Douglas 
Channel, I could see the white curtain of rain advancing towards us” (Robinson 78)); her doing 
the ceremony on Mick’s birthday, which is what Ma-ma-oo does for Sherman on his birthday; 
and feeding the fire some of Sherman’s favourite things: a bottle of Johnnie Walker and 
Twinkies. Notably, Mick’s fishing place figures here, as well: “Ma-ma-oo said goodbye and 
kicked the fire out, took my hand, stopped one last time to look out at the water, to the place 
where Uncle Mick always puts his net” (79-80).  
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Understandably, Mick’s tragic death – in which Lisamarie witnesses the body’s 

retrieval – significantly challenges the image of benign nature that she has attempted to 

create. As such, with both Mick and Ma-ma-oo now gone (the latter’s death happens 

suddenly and gruesomely, as well, when her house catches fire one night77), Lisamarie 

not only feels alone, but her initiation also comes to an abrupt and final close. To escape 

it all, she flees the village – thus beginning the “away” phase of the “home-not home” 

cycle of her circular journey – and spends time in Vancouver with drugs and alcohol 

replacing the boat rides, walks, and the growing “self-revelation” that comes from a 

“wilderness experience” (Litteljohn and Pearce 142).  

To borrow the words of Lynch, Glotfelty, and Armbruster, the city-country 

polarity is an ancient tension in human history” (7). However, these scholars also “sense 

that within the tradition of bioregionalism this tension has been mostly a productive one” 

(7), which ends up being true for Lisamarie. After her trust fund money from Ma-ma-oo 

runs out, her “friends” disappear, and she lies wasted on a bathroom floor, Lisamarie is 

rescued by the vision of Tabitha, her closest friend, cousin, and “a biker chick who 

cannot save herself” (Howells 195). Tabitha’s apparition leads her to a diner where, 

interestingly, Lisamarie ends up sitting under a picture of a mother duck and her three 

ducklings – her first notice of any sort of nature while in the city – before being 

reprimanded by Tabitha’s apparition to “‘Get your act together and go home’” (Robinson 

301). The vision is enough to reawaken Lisamarie’s memory of her childhood places of 

nature, to help her stop “‘wallowing in misery’” (300) from Mick’s and Ma-ma-oo’s 

deaths (as Tabitha’s apparition admonishes her), and to feel deeply “comforted knowing 
                                                        
77 Notably, Lisamarie also bears witness to the recovery of Ma-ma-oo’s charred body from the 
house.  
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that magical things were still living in the world” (316) when she spots a b’gwus in the 

bushes on her drive home. 

 Lisamarie’s return to the Kitamaat region after her stay in Vancouver can be read 

as a kind of reinhabitation (in my interpretation of the idea) as it requires a return to the 

very place not only that was left behind, but that is also altered in some way during an 

absence, so that it is not completely the same upon that return. As a result, it comes to 

reflect a personal, internal change reflective of the achievement of maturity and a deeper 

recognition of the self in relationship to place.  

In “rediscover[ing] and redefin[ing] [her] relationship with the land” (Rice), the 

final stage of Lisamarie’s coming of age in nature marks a more responsible self as she 

attempts to be a guide – in nature and otherwise – for her younger brother, Jimmy (as 

Mick and Ma-ma-oo have been for her)78 and the end of her quest as she reaches Monkey 

Beach and experiences her last “spiritual crisis” (Howells 196). In regards to the former, 

Howells observes that Lisamarie’s development “seems to follow an opposite pattern to 

her brother’s” (195) as she begins to excel at school and gains a sense of confidence and 

self-worth – the very things Jimmy possessed as an Olympic swimming hopeful before 

injuring himself during Lisamarie’s time in Vancouver. Markedly, she “tries to rescue her 

brother by taking him to their favorite childhood place [sic] Monkey Beach” (195) where 

he is able to experience the bioregion in his own way and within his own element, water:  

                                                        
78 The “erosion of traditional knowledge systems” (Soper-Jones 23) from generation to 
generation is as follows: Ma-ma-oo (who has the strongest ties to traditional ways out of the Hill 
family), Mick (whose residential school experience – and the loss it entails – still haunts him), 
Lisamarie, and Jimmy (who has the weakest tie and knowledge due to not having the same 
experiences in nature as his sister (for example, see Monkey Beach pg. 351)). Jimmy does, 
however, possess a “gift” that parallels Lisamarie’s ability to see and converse with spirits (he is 
able to understand the crows that appear throughout the novel in ways others cannot (Monkey 
Beach pg. 357 is one instance of this)). 
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One [orca] slid by the boat, its fin coming up to my waist as it broke surface and 

lifted the boat slightly, tilting it so that we rocked. It was longer than our boat, 

longer and almost as wide. Jimmy kicked off his shoes and jumped in. 

 ‘Are you crazy!’ I shouted. ‘Jimmy!’ 

 I thought they would eat him but they moved by him like they didn’t see 

him. […] He dived. When he came up, he shouted, ‘Come in! Come see this! 

You’ve got to come see this!’ […] 

I hold him there in my memory, smiling, excited, telling me how they 

moved like submarines, and how the water looked so much more magical when 

they were swimming in it. (Robinson 353-354) 

Lisamarie, unfortunately, cannot save Jimmy from an untimely death when he 

purposefully takes a job from Josh (a friend of the Hill family) on his fishing boat after 

learning of his girlfriend’s (Karaoke) sexual abuse by the man (who was also a victim of 

residential school sexual abuse), nor can she give him enough formative moments in 

nature for him to develop his own meaningful place of solace and comfort within the 

bioregion in the way she has.  

When Jimmy, along with the fishing boat and Josh, disappear, a smaller circular 

journey occurs as an extension to the larger Kitamaat-Vancouver-Kitamaat one as 

Lisamarie returns to Monkey Beach – another “home” within the “home.” As mentioned 

earlier, Monkey Beach is a favourite childhood place that Jimmy and Lisamarie share 

together79 and her journey there marks the final stage of her growth to maturity within the 

narrative. While the boat ride offers her the ability to “meditat[e] on longing and loss” 

                                                        
79 Monkey Beach pgs. 14-17. 
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(Howells 195) and to reflect on the moments that have pushed her into a deeper and 

different awareness of her surrounding environment, the last spiritual encounter 

Lisamarie experiences on the beach leads to a near-drowning experience as she is 

dragged to the bottom of the ocean, overwhelmed by the “hungry ghosts [who desire] her 

own blood in a ritual gesture of propitiation” (196). 

Within the “watery underworld” (Howells 196), Lisamarie meets the ghosts of 

Jimmy, Ma-ma-oo, and Mick, who encourage her to return to the land of the living. 

While Jimmy “takes hold of [her] shoulders and shoves” (Robinson 373) her upwards 

before his glowing upturned face is swallowed once again by the dark water, the presence 

of Ma-ma-oo – with her piece of oxasuli – and Mick – standing on the beach making a 

“moose call [that] pierces through the songs, the wind and the waves” (373)80 – echo 

earlier moments of Lisamarie’s childhood in nature. The novel concludes in a somber and 

ambiguous way showing Lisamarie alone on the beach – a scene in which scholars and 

critics have debated whether or not she ultimately survives and is able to return home.81 

My reading is that Lisamarie does survive; and while Robinson does not show us how a 

future Lisamarie will choose to continue putting into practice the ecological, cultural, and 

traditional knowledge she has obtained, the author does hint through her protagonist’s 

                                                        
80 In a flashback, Lisamarie remembers how Mick taught her to make a moose call: 
  ‘Can you do a moose call for me?’ Mick said, eyes sparkling. 

 I closed my left nostril with a finger and trumpeted as loudly as I could. When 
he’d taught me, he’d said that female moose made the sound so they could have other 
moose to play with. He laughed […] (Robinson 90) 

81 Howells, for example, links Lisamarie’s survival to “the function of storytelling for a 
contemporary Native writer like Robinson, whose narrative opens a way to cultural memory and 
psychic healing” (196). On the other hand, Kit Dobson in her article, “Indigeneity and Diversity 
in Eden Robinson’s work,” argues that Robinson’s ambiguous ending prevents closure of any 
kind.  
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new understanding of the Haisla language82 that there is an act of “retrieval of her 

inheritance [and] a new sense of her Native identity” (Howells 185; 196). Her 

observation in the last paragraph of the novel that she is “no longer cold” (Robinson 374) 

may also gesture towards Lisamarie’s acceptance of her own spiritual powers, growing 

ecological knowledge, and cultural practice; and it is not unlike how Tecumseh (Chapter 

4) expresses his future potential for action in his ability to “look again” at his surrounding 

environment with the new knowledge and responsibility he inherits from Monroe at the 

end of King’s novel.  

 

“[L]ooking for a wild place to escape to”: Frances Greenslade’s Shelter 

 When Penticton, British Columbia-based writer Frances Greenslade’s first novel 

Shelter made its debut in 2011, it received a very quiet reception from the Canadian 

market. According to Greg Quill of the Toronto Star, “Shelter garnered just a couple of 

mainstream print reviews and generated virtually no domestic buzz” – that is, until the 

novel was named one of the best books of 2012 by the United Kingdom book chain, 

Waterstones. From there, Greenslade’s first novel not only grabbed the attention of 

publishers from around the world (the United States, Australia, New Zealand, Germany, 

Holland, and Italy) (Quill), but also helped launch her onto Random House of Canada’s 

New Face of Fiction list (Penguin Random House Canada). As Shelter’s Canadian 

publisher, Random House of Canada additionally did a second promotion in paperback 

                                                        
82 “For a moment the singing becomes clear. I can understand the words even though they are in 
Haisla and it’s a farewell song” (Robinson 373-374).  
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format, “rushing [the] edition [out] in May [2012] to coincide with the book’s U.S. 

launch” (Quill).83  

Called “a beating heart of a book, alive with Greenslade’s fierce imagination, her 

acute descriptions of the natural world, [and] her sure hand with narrative” (Hluchy), it is 

a wonder that Shelter, “as inherently a Canadian novel as was ever written, has been 

ignored in Canada till now” (Quill). Quill goes on to discuss the issue with Greenslade’s 

Toronto-based agent, Denise Bukowski, in regards to the money, timing, and author 

popularity needed in the publishing world to make any book noticeable.84 However, in 

regards to this project’s trajectory of the Canadian child’s evolving relationship to and 

with nature, Shelter’s “rediscovery” becomes a reflection of the continued interest 

contemporary readers and writers have in both the regionally-based narratives that make 

up our nation’s literary traditions and the children who “are compulsively attracted to the 

landscapes […] of the Canadian wilderness” (Woodcock qtd. in Litteljohn and Pearce 

10). 

While the inspiration for Shelter came from the death of her own mother and the 

discovery that “she had once wanted to be a painter and live alone by a lake,” 

Greenslade’s fascination with nature and the environment comes partly from her and her 
                                                        
83 Shelter was also shortlisted for the Ontario Library Association’s 2012 Evergreen Awards 
(Quill). Notably, even Eden Robinson recognized Greenslade’s book when it first came out and 
gave a review: “Poignant, tender and vivid, Shelter traces the relationship of two daughters with 
their missing mother through family stories. Greenslade’s gorgeous landscapes and loving 
attention to her characters make this journey through loss and survival unforgettable. I was glued 
to every page” (Penguin Random House Canada). 
84 According to Bukowski, “With the disappearance of literary coverage in newspapers and 
declining readership, it’s just harder to sell books […] Publishers are cutting back on advertising, 
promoting and touring authors because the money just isn’t there” (qtd. in Quill). She also thinks 
the timing of the hardcover publication – just as Harbourfront’s annual International Festival Of 
Authors was getting underway, as well as the fall build-up to the Man Booker Prize, the Giller 
Prize, the Governor-General’s Literary Awards, and the Writers' Trust Fiction Prize – contributed 
to the negligible response (Quill). 
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family’s eventual move to Penticton (where her love of the B.C. landscape flourished) 

and her first literary influences, Margaret Laurence and Margaret Atwood, “two great 

storytellers who both reflect a love of the land in their writing” (qtd. in Simon and 

Schuster). With the Chilcotin as “a beautiful, but raw, landscape” (Allen) for Shelter’s 

themes of loss and abandonment, the search for home,85 the journey of self-discovery, 

survival and shelter (both physical and psychological), and the expectations we have of 

our mothers – to name a few – Greenslade creates not only “a place where people made 

the choice to leave behind their old lives, and disappear into what was really still a wild 

frontier” (qtd. in Allen), but also the representation of a bioregion where her main child 

protagonist, Maggie Dillon, may use her “wilderness experience [as a] catalyst of change, 

growth, and self-revelation” (Litteljohn and Pearce 142) in her quest to find her mother 

and to rediscover a sense of place through her journey of reinhabitation.  

The urban-rural polarity discussed in Monkey Beach also comes to play a 

significant role in Maggie’s growth to maturity in nature as she makes a more complex 

variation of the circular journey away and back to Duchess Creek. As Figure 5.2 

accentuates, this tension is particularly evident within the smaller circular journeys 

(marked in purple and red) that not only cause Maggie to stray from the main cycle (in 

black), but which also carry the dangerous potential to keep her from resuming the path 

needed to achieve her ultimate return to the childhood place of nature.  

 

                                                        
85 The search for and the question of “home” are not only very Canadian questions for children 
and youth during the coming-of-age process (“Who am I?” and “Where do I belong?”), but can 
also be found in, for example, South Asian and Asian Canadian writing where the aforementioned 
questions come to reflect larger issues, such as a position of “in betweenness,” the negotiation of 
a hyphenated identity that attempts to balance past and present, national identity and cultural 
identity, different languages, and so on.  
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Figure 5.2 Maggie’s journey cycle  

 

When we first meet Maggie in the opening page to the novel, she talks to us in the 

narrative present as a fourteen-year-old writing down the story we are about to hear, 

which begins with her at the age of ten in the late 1960s living with her parents and older 

sister, Jenny (thirteen years old at the time), in a rustic cabin of a home in the “wilds of 

Duchess Creek” (Simon and Schuster) [1]. When their father, Patrick, dies in a logging 

accident, the girls and their mother, Irene, move to Dultso Creek [2] so that Irene can 

temporarily work a summer job baking for a fly-in fishing camp. Although it is not as 

“wild” as Duchess Creek, Dultso Creek does allow Maggie to continue her walks in the 

bush around the lake with her kitten, Cinnamon (a gift given after her father’s death), 

before being abruptly billeted with Jenny in the nearby town of Williams Lake by their 

mother [3]. As Maggie and Jenny attempt to adjust to their new life, the Edwards’ place 
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marks a number of tumultuous moments: the first complete separation of the girls from 

their mother and the last time they see her in person; and the sisters’ own forced 

separation by Bea Edwards when Jenny becomes pregnant and is sent to a special home 

in Vancouver for unwed mothers. Maggie is eventually able to visit Jenny and her new 

niece in Vancouver [4] before returning to the Edwards’ place [5] and completing the 

journey to Duchess Creek alone from there [6]. Maggie’s return home provides her with 

all the answers she seeks (from the news of her mother’s death to the revelation that 

Jenny’s father is actually Emil (an artist with a tragic past whom Irene met before 

Patrick). But most importantly, this solo trip prepares her for one final return to the 

Edwards’ place [7] in order to reunite with Jenny (who has been called back to Williams 

Lake from Vancouver) so that they may make the journey home together. As a result, the 

cycle is not only completed [8], but the sisters are able begin a new life in “Bright 

Valley” (as represented by the linear extension) [9]. 

Although Duchess Creek is “a place where the natural world is both beneficent 

and a challenge” (Hluchy) for the family, it becomes a near Edenic place for Maggie in 

her early life with laughter and singing filling the house, her mother standing “solidly at 

the [kitchen] counter, her auburn hair curled in a shiny question mark down the back of 

her favorite navy sweater” (Greenslade 10), her father “sleep[ing] in the reclining chair 

by the oil drum that was [their] woodstove” after a day working in the bush (8), and 

playing Barbies with Jenny on the “sunny yellow linoleum” (9) floor. However, those are 

only examples from within the domestic sphere of the family home. Nature is also 

immensely important to Maggie as she begins her coming-of-age process, but especially 

in the foundational relationships she has with her father and mother, both of whom 
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nurture the bioregion as a place their daughter can turn to for comfort, solace, and to 

expand her ecological knowledge.  

When asked by publisher Simon and Schuster how Maggie’s attachment to nature 

becomes “a hugely important […] essential retreat,” Greenslade reveals that, like Maggie, 

she finds comfort in nature: “When I’m out camping and I look up at a sky full of stars, it 

reminds me that my human problems are so fleeting and insignificant to the scheme of 

things.” Her comments also dovetail with another thought she provides in her interview 

with Quill of the Toronto Star: “Characters in most Canadian novels live in small 

communities and long for the big city […] That’s not me. The more I saw of the 

wilderness, the more I felt safe in it. My characters are tested in the wilderness, but they 

find comfort there.” Greenslade’s last sentence, in particular, draws attention to the idea 

that – if we apply this to Maggie – the childhood place of nature can become one of “the 

relations which sustain us” (Lynch et al. 3) even after maturity has been achieved and the 

“the hard work of articulating one’s connection” (McGinnis 8) to the space and place of 

the bioregion is successfully reevaluated and renewed both through the journey cycle and 

through those individuals who help it along.  

Out of the two parental relationships aforementioned, it is the one Maggie has 

with her father that most impacts her developing ecological knowledge and self-

sufficiency, while allowing her to additionally associate “a geographical terrain [with] a 

terrain of consciousness” (Berg and Dasmann 39). Smelling of “tobacco and woodsmoke 

and the outdoor tang of fall leaves” (Greenslade 13), Patrick brings the bioregion into the 

domestic sphere for Maggie as he sits in his favourite reclining chair by the woodstove, 
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allowing the familial and the outside worlds to gently collide86 in a comforting manner 

for her one night after he experiences a terror (“seizures of fear that took possession of 

his whole body when he was on the edge of sleep” (13)). She also likens him to that of an 

injured bird that must be “approached […] tentatively. Too much attention and he would 

fly off” (8) when she observes the restlessness he experiences when indoors too long,87 as 

well as “his red curls fluttering like the fall leaves” (27).  

Another way Patrick uses Maggie’s childhood place of nature to alleviate her 

constant worries is by having her envision the bush one night when she cannot sleep. 

Sitting on the edge of her bed, he asks her to imagine that they are out in the bush 

together and building a lean-to shelter. As he goes through the details of weaving the fir 

boughs together to protect against the wind and making the fire just before the rain 

comes, Maggie “feel[s] [her]self drift into the safety of sleep” (Greenslade 24). The 

building of the lean-to shelter together, however, is more than just a happy vision – it is 

drawn from one of the most significant formative moments in Maggie’s growth to 

maturity in nature: when her father first shows her “how to build a shelter for real” (25) at 

the age of nine. As a “crisp wind ripple[s] across the lake, sending up a faint song from 

                                                        
86 This can also be seen in Chapter 2’s “The Boat” (where the father brings the outside world 
inside to the narrator through the smell and taste of salt from the sea) and in Chapter 4’s Who Has 
Seen the Wind (where Sean brings the prairie environment into Brian’s domestic sphere through 
his conversations about the land).  
87 Despite his nickname of “Mr. Safety” at home and work, one of the reasons Maggie is so 
attentive and watchful of her father is because she worries something will happen to him. From 
attempting to move his favourite chair back from the woodstove (afraid it “would burst suddenly 
into flames” (Greenslade 9)) to worrying about the dangers of his work logging trees in the bush 
(Shelter pg. 11), Maggie eventually learns that she has little power over any of those things when 
Patrick is killed by “a pile of logs that had rolled loose and knocked him flying” (45) and their 
idyllic family life and unit falls apart. At first, Maggie blames herself, thinking it is because she 
takes the jackknife he always carries with him (Shelter pg. 41 and 45) and feels a sense of guilt 
when her mother gifts the jackknife to her after the funeral (Shelter pg. 52), but later learns to 
forgive herself. 
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the reeds and grasses” (26), Patrick not only shows Maggie how to pick the perfect spot 

between the bush and the lake so the “animals [don’t] stumbl[e] over [them] on their way 

to get a drink” (28) (teaching her how humans can respect the animals that share their 

bioregion), but also allows her to find the foundational branch that will make sure their 

shelter remains strong and solid (thus sharpening her ability to study the details of her 

surrounding environment, while being responsible about what she takes88). While they 

work quietly in the autumn sun laying branches to create the walls of the shelter, Maggie 

demonstrates her acute awareness of the environment around her through Greenslade’s 

“descriptions of the bush [which] reflect a keen appreciation of the moods, both lyrical 

and ominous, of the forest” (Hluchy). From feeling “the sun on [her] face and the sweet 

warm spice of bark and forest rising up around [her]” (Greenslade 28) to her sensing 

“The woods clos[ing] around [them], a lit tunnel of yellow, orange, and red” (26), 

Maggie’s observations associate the “child as nature [and] innocence embodied” (Dobrin 

and Kidd 6). 

In accompanying her father into the woods during the late summer and fall almost 

every weekend, Maggie becomes ritualistic in her devotion to not only absorbing his 

nature knowledge, but in additionally learning the pieces of her family history from him. 

During the particular outing mentioned above, Patrick shares his own story of 

immigration from Ireland to Canada, his search for “a wild place to escape to” 

(Greenslade 6), and ends with another lesson for Maggie and her developing sense of 

identity in nature:  

                                                        
88 Maggie chooses an aspen limb from a tangle of deadfall she comes across.  
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‘[…] There was a network of trails the people had made over hundreds of years, 

from Bella Coola to Williams Lake, and they moved along those trails following 

food and the seasons. You never had to go hungry as long as you knew what you 

were doing. As long as you had your freedom, you could find game, berries, fish. 

It was a land of plenty. Make your way to the coast and you’ve got nature’s 

grocery, free for the taking: cockles and clams and salmon. So I came. I listened 

and I watched. That’s how you learn to do it.’ (29) 

In learning to “listen” and “watch” both her father and the natural environment, Maggie 

shapes her childhood place of nature to be one that enables the preservation of the natural 

environment as a place of memory and remembrance where she can (and will) come to 

reflect upon those specific moments later on much like Lisamarie (during her solo 

journey to Monkey Beach), MacLeod’s narrator (Chapter 2), and Jérémie and Kate in 

adulthood (Chapter 3). Maggie’s growing awareness of and sensitivity to place 

additionally makes the childhood place of nature a significant “life place” – bioregional 

scholar Robert L. Thayer Jr.’s definition of a bioregion – where she can securely “take 

root and […] take place” (3; emphasis in original) both psychologically (during her time 

away from Duchess Creek) and physically (in her reinhabitation of the Duchess Creek 

area at the end of her journey cycle and growth to maturity at this stage of her young 

life). 

 After her father’s death, Maggie’s perception of the specific places in the woods 

that she and her father shared undergoes a three-step transformation. At first, Maggie 

keeps those places and memories protected from everyone, and only visits them in her 

mind: 
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After breakfast I put on my rubber boots and went outside to crouch under 

the limbs of the spruce. The rain continued, a steady slanting volley. 

 ‘In a pinch, you can always find natural shelter,’ Dad had told me the fall 

day we’d built the lean-to by the lake. 

 ‘Like under the spruce tree at home,’ I’d said. 

 ‘That’s right. If you just need something temporary, there’s almost always 

something you can use. But you might as well build yourself a shelter. It helps 

you think, keeps you from panicking until you’re found.’  

 A puddle seeped into the thick bed of needles under the spruce and crept 

closer to my rubber boots. If I was going to camp under here, I would need to dig 

a trench to catch the runoff and a trough to carry it away. I realized that what I 

was worried about was the lean-to by the lake that Dad and I had built the fall 

before. I hoped it was still standing. And if someone was in it, I hoped the rain 

was not seeping in through the branches. (Greenslade 48-49) 

In falling back upon this defining “moment of firsts,” Maggie receives the solace she 

seeks from her surrounding environment, even if the spruce is the closest she can 

physically get to the lean-to shelter, the lake, and the bush on her own at this stage of her 

coming of age in nature. However, Maggie eventually opens up and decides to share that 

formative childhood space, place, and memory with her mother and Jenny,89 which not 

only marks the second phase of an evolving perspective, but also her emergence from a 

                                                        
89 Early on in the novel, Jenny expresses that she finds it strange why she was never invited on 
these outings to woods with Maggie and their father (Shelter pgs. 47 and 63) and comes to reflect 
upon it again in one of her letters to Maggie during her stay in Vancouver (Shelter pgs. 239-242). 
It is later revealed that Emil, not Patrick, is Jenny’s biological father, which not only explains her 
postpartum psychosis (which often occurs when there is a family history of mental illness), but 
also Patrick’s subtle difference in treatment between the sisters.  
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silence that has consumed her since the funeral. Disoriented at first by the new flora that 

has grown since her and her father’s visit, Maggie finds the lean-to shelter exactly where 

they had left it and, in an echo of what she and Patrick did the day they built it, Maggie 

backs feet first into the shelter and invites her mother and sister to do the same: “The sun 

shone full on our three heads poking from the opening. […] The lake lay dead calm, the 

only movement made by clouds of insects moving in unison above the reeds” (62).  

Welcoming her mother and Jenny to share in her experience of nature can be seen 

as one way in which Maggie chooses to cope with her loss: “For me, where Dad had been 

there was a hole now, gaping with the memory of him. I couldn’t find a way to put it into 

words” (Greenslade 47). Notably, the moment is undeniably picturesque, too, with the 

three of them together and idyllically in nature – a shadow of the family unit before 

tragedy. However, Maggie’s notice of the “new” fire pit in front of the lean-to made with 

a circle of rocks and her wonder as to whether someone “had reinforced [the shelter], 

made it more waterproof” (63) upon her inspection hints that the place – although still 

able to offer the steadfast comfort and security of before – is now inevitably different, 

physically (the lean-to has been altered by a stranger) and metaphorically (with her father 

gone, she will never be able to fully achieve the same experience). It foreshadows 

Maggie’s third stage of transformation when she is not only able to navigate the 

bioregion on her own in the struggle to return to Duchess Creek (which will be discussed 

further on), but also implies her act of reinhabitation will be achieved through a different 

awareness, consciousness, and insight to place by the end of her journey cycle. 

Complementary to Patrick and his shelter building, the second significant 

relationship linked to Maggie’s development in nature is with her mother, Irene. Unlike 
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the outings she has exclusively with her father, the ones Maggie and her mother go on 

always include Jenny and revolve around the comforts of camping or walks through the 

woods to the lake – Irene’s chosen way to explore, observe, and absorb the bioregion for 

herself and her daughters. Maggie notes that her mother always “moved confidently; she 

knew exactly what she was doing here [in the forest]” (Greenslade 65), and she fondly 

remembers the time “It was dusk when we got to the fir forest, the place Mom wanted to 

show us” (64). With the “rich piney fragrance of the forest” (64) surrounding them, Irene 

reveals that she “‘found this place [her]self. Quite a long time ago. Before [she] even met 

[their father]. This is an old forest. You can feel it’” (65) – words that allow the bioregion 

to become a sensory experience and speaks to McGinnis’ requirements of a bioregional 

initiation as “opening up the human senses and sensibilities to the surrounding landscape” 

(8). As they help each other set up the heavy canvas tent (another familiar shelter in 

Maggie’s life, albeit not made from the forest itself), make dinner on the portable stove, 

and finally settle in for the night, Maggie notes that their “human noises barely ma[k]e a 

ripple before the quiet [of the woods] fold[s] in again” (Greenslade 66) – an envisioning 

of place where the local bioregion and human identity can be seen to not only 

harmoniously merge, but also elicit a recognition and respect of “inhabit[ing] a living 

community and place” (McGinnis 4) with its own set of forces.  

While my earlier discussion deems Maggie her father’s daughter, her mother 

undeniably acts as a separate source of comfort, security, and stability for her both within 

nature and within the domestic sphere, which becomes especially true once Patrick dies. 

Mothers, as Greenslade notes in an interview with Ariel Gordon of the Winnipeg Free 

Press in August 2011, become “‘our first shelters’” and the “‘separation of children from 
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their mothers [is] almost unbearably sad and yet it’s a necessary part of maturing.’” With 

the major storyline revolving around Maggie’s sense of abandonment and the discovery 

that mothers are “‘more than just our mothers, but women with lives that don’t always 

include us’” (Greenslade qtd. in Gordon), our young protagonist’s desire to return to 

Duchess Creek is truly initiated when – after their short stay in “the well-equipped house 

in Dultso Lake [with] the records and games and the foreign smell of someone else’s life” 

(Greenslade 96) – Irene leaves her and Jenny with Ted and Bea Edwards, an elderly 

couple and acquaintances of Patrick’s, in the town of Williams Lake. The girls’ stay ends 

up lasting a total of three years, during which time Irene completely disappears and – as a 

result – ends the last guidance to nature Maggie has under the family unit her mother and 

father have created for her growth to maturity. 

But before Maggie finds out what has really happened to her mother and makes 

the eventual trek back to Duchess Creek, she holds on quite steadfastly to the more 

picturesque moments of their time together, such as this particular camping trip: 

We napped under the sheltering branches of giant spruce trees and made tea from 

rosehips and spruce needles, and sweetened it with honey. Mom kept some one-

gallon glass jugs in the car and she knew where there were springs grown round 

with graceful willow. We knelt in the thick moss and caught the water in the jugs 

as it bubbled out. We swam naked in remote lakes and creeks. We sunbathed on 

warm rock, like wood nymphs, Mom said. (Greenslade 291) 

Maggie also envisions her mother’s identity as a seamless part of the childhood place of 

nature: “I had this image of Mom as a lake, with Jenny and me bobbing around on her 

surface, never dreaming, never even wondering, about the green depths beneath us” 
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(307). Within these two thoughts, it becomes apparent that Maggie has an inherent desire 

to preserve what once was – at least in the mind’s eye – in the hopes that she might be 

able to return to that earlier Edenic place, space, and moment on her own, which is not 

unlike Chapter 2’s David in his desire to relive the past. However, as already hinted at in 

previous discussion, Maggie’s successful homecoming cannot – and will not – be the 

same if the journey cycle is to be completed with “a deeper – or at least different – 

awareness” (Dobrin and Kidd 7) of nature and self in her reinhabitation of the bioregion.  

Once at the Edwards’ place in Williams Lake, the sisters attempt to settle into 

their new home and school routines. Jenny, always “sunny; […] sweet; [and] happy” 

(Greenslade 163), easily fits into town society, becomes a favourite of Bea’s, and 

speedily makes friends who invite her for hang outs and parties. Maggie, on the other 

hand, experiences the city-country polarity – that ever present “ancient tension in human 

history” (Lynch et al. 7) – in a much darker way as she suffers from a homesickness for 

Duchess Creek and the feeling of being trapped by town life. This fluctuation additionally 

manifests itself in instances of personal destruction, as seen when Maggie stands in the 

room she shares with Jenny and compares her feelings to a demolished Duchess Creek 

house she once saw (“With my unpacked suitcase on the bed in front of me, I felt like 

that house, a tumult of dust and disorder, nothing where it should be, nothing left 

standing” (Greenslade 108)), and another time when she compares her “anger flar[ing] 

and sputter[ing] and flar[ing] again” (138) to the campfire she stitches on the patches for 

her worn out jeans. 
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Nevertheless, with the help of wheelchair-bound Ted Edwards, Maggie begins to 

see Williams Lake in a different way and with a different appreciation as an extension, 

but not a replacement, of her childhood place of nature: 

‘How was school?’ Ted asked. 

‘Fine,’ I said. He set off again, wheeling along the road with me beside 

him. 

‘How do you like Williams Lake?’ 

‘It’s fine.’ I said. 

He laughed. ‘You like the bush better, don’t you? You’re like your dad.’ 

It pleased me so much to be told that I was like my dad that for a minute, I 

just walked along smiling. 

‘If you push me, I can show you a good place,’ Ted said. (Greenslade 111) 

As an echo of the environmental relationships Maggie shared with her father and mother, 

Ted is an additional mentor during her journey cycle and offers a similar nurturing effect 

on her growth to maturity in nature. His words, “‘I can show you a good place’” (111), 

provide a significant reiteration of those spoken to Maggie by her father (“‘I want to 

show you the place I found, Maggie’” (25)) when he brought her to the spot where they 

would build their first lean-to shelter, as well as her mother (“‘I have a place I want to 

show you girls’” (58)) on one of their earliest camping trips together. What Ted ends up 

showing her is incomparable to what her parents were able to; however, it does 

effectively allow Maggie to readjust her developing “sensitivity to place[-based 

awareness]” (McGinnis 8): 
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I pushed Ted with difficulty down a narrow trail bumpy with tree roots and fir 

needles. Scent rose up as we crunched over them. No wind, but a warmed air, a 

different air, gently wrapped me. Something invisible inhabited the long shadows 

and winked from the silver spiderwebs running from wild rose to birch. The knot 

of worry that had been twisting my gut since Mom left us loosened. My shoulders 

relaxed. 

 ‘Pretty place, isn’t it?’ Ted said. (Greenslade 112) 

While they cannot go beyond the railroad tracks because of Ted’s wheelchair, Maggie 

does learn in this moment to appreciate the natural beauty that can be found within town. 

This moment poses an interesting bridge between what I am arguing here (that places like 

Duchess Creek are the epitome of the nature that children need) and what is not discussed 

as much by critics: the child, nature, and more urban-based centres.90 Nevertheless, Ted 

encourages Maggie to open her eyes to the details around her91 in a similar vein to her 

parents and, in a parallel manner to her father’s personal story, also reveals how he came 

to be in a wheelchair,92 thus designating nature as a safe space, as well as a sort of 

repository for remembrance and memory in the shared moment together. 

As the sisters’ time in Williams Lake extends from one year to three, Maggie 

continues to find comfort in the quiet bits of nature she is able to find. However, the 

walks to the end of Yorston Street where she “could see the lake, and the smoky blue 

                                                        
90 This perception is changing, however. One scholar who tackles the issue is Jenny Bavidge of 
the University of Cambridge. She argues in her research that the child and the city are, indeed, 
compatible entities and uses ecocriticism (urban ecocriticism, in particular) to explore children’s 
urban literature and the environment. 
91 Another echo of Lisamarie’s “double vision” and Tecumseh’s “look again.” 
92 Ted is injured in a car accident.  
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hills beyond it” (Greenslade 120) and her simple desire to be outside93 is a consistent 

reminder of her family and the childhood place of nature she has left behind.94 As a 

result, these walks spark her first attempt to make the journey back on her own. Deciding 

to leave the Edwards’ and Jenny one snowy day, Maggie dons Ted’s old winter boots 

stuffed with woolen socks, puts her father’s jackknife with a few tiny items in her pocket, 

and “walk[s] face-first into the storm” (129). Maggie’s initial thought is for her father – 

“I thought that Dad would understand I wasn’t leaving shelter, but looking for it” (129)95 

– however, as she struggles her way deeper and deeper into the snowy brush, she ends up 

lost, numb from the cold, and, in a fortuitous way, meeting Vern George, a young boy 

who lives in the trailer park up the road from town and ends up guiding her back to the 

Edwards’ place.96 Maggie’s unsuccessful attempt accentuates that while she has made 

progress in her growth, she is still not quite ready to complete the journey cycle at this 

stage in her coming-of-age process.  

                                                        
93 Shelter pg. 125 
94 On one of her walks, Maggie reflects: “I sat out there [at the end of Yorston Street] sometimes 
and waited for the moon to come up. I thought that wherever Mom was, she’d be looking at the 
same moon” (Greenslade 120).  
95 As one of the major themes of the novel, a number of different shelters appear throughout 
Maggie’s quest for “home” (the Duchess Creek cabin, the more modern cabin in Dultso Creek, 
her mother’s tent, her father’s lean-to, the Edwards’ place, Vern’s snow cave and tree fort, and 
the Vancouver hospital, to name just a few). Behind this is also the lesson Maggie learns from her 
father and of which she remembers when reflecting on their lean-to: 

I wondered if the shelter Dad and I built could still be standing. In extreme 
weather, Dad said, it’s best to hole up and wait it out. […]  

‘The last thing you need to worry about is starving,’ Dad had said. ‘It’s not fun to 
be hungry, but it’ll take a long time before you have to worry about dying from it. Shelter 
first, then water, fire and food.’ (Greenslade 125-126) 

However, Maggie’s “shelters” can also extend beyond the material, such as with her mother (who 
provides maternal protection).  
96 When Maggie first stumbles upon Vern (another child of nature), he is seen constructing a 
snow cave and enlists her help getting wood for the fire. They also build a tree fort in the bush the 
following fall (Shelter pgs. 153-157), adding two new shelters to Maggie’s growing collection. 
He additionally develops into an intimate and understanding friend (of which Maggie has very 
few). 
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The spring and fall, however, mark a number of changes for Maggie in resolution, 

age, and drive in anticipation of her second attempt to journey back, this time with 

Jenny.97 Now thirteen years old, Maggie can be seen to be more methodical in her 

planning as she mentally notes all the camping equipment she has gathered bit by bit, the 

money she has been saving from her part time job at the gas station, and in convincing 

her sister to do a test run by hitchhiking their way up. Although it ends up being another 

unsuccessful attempt due to the unsavory male drivers they meet, the effort does allow 

Maggie to spend some time in nature with Jenny for the first time since they last saw 

their mother. Nevertheless, as they set up camp and settle in for the night, Maggie’s 

experience lacks all the literal and metaphorical warmth of the past camping trips, waking 

up cold and wet and to the ranchers “starting engines and rattling around” (Greenslade 

197). The attempt also has her return to the idyllic thoughts of family reunion, the 

childhood place of nature, and the growing need to go back to the land: 

A cowboy from Quesnel gave us a ride back to Williams Lake, the sun burning in 

through the windshield. Nestled in the hills, I saw a deserted log cabin chinked 

with white plaster between the squared, weathered grey logs. There were deserted 

cabins like that all over the Chilcotin. They were solid, cured by the sun and wind. 

I didn’t see why we couldn’t move into one, fix up the roof, put glass in the 

windows, and live off the land, me, Jenny, Mom and Cinnamon.98 (198) 

                                                        
97 For Maggie, a journey without Jenny (the last remaining member of her immediate family) is 
not incidental, but rather, crucial to her eventual success (without Jenny, there is no promise of 
the new start together which we eventually see in “Bright Valley”). While they are separated 
when Jenny is sent to Vancouver, Maggie’s consistent returns (the purple and red circles in 
Figure 5.2) indicate her dedication and sisterly devotion to not abandoning Jenny.  
98 Given to her by Agnes, Cinnamon the cat becomes Maggie’s greatest animal companion and 
highlights her mother’s strength and ability to protect when, one day, Cinnamon gets stuck in a 
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In the words of Bruce Litteljohn and Jon Pearce, both wilderness and self-discovery leave 

one “never quite the same” (142). And indeed, for Maggie, with all the adults guiding her 

growth to maturity in nature now completely absent, 99 her memories of the childhood 

place of nature – and what she will do once she is back – are what keep her going. 

Nevertheless, the final obstacle that threatens to ruin the happy vision above is Jenny, 

who becomes pregnant at sixteen and is sent away by Bea Edwards (Ted’s wife) to a 

special home for young, unmarried mothers in Vancouver. This initiates Jenny’s own 

mini circular journey – complete with the challenges of a new baby and postpartum 

psychosis – away from and back to the Edwards’ place before being permanently 

reunited with Maggie and moving on to “Bright Valley” by the end of the novel.  

The separation from her sister is a first for Maggie, as is her short trip to 

Vancouver for the birth of her niece, Sunny. Notably, going from town to city intensifies 

her desire for a more familiar environment: 

That night I listened to the low rumble of traffic from Granville Street and I tried 

to pretend it was a river, the Chilcotin in early summer, rushing along with the 

sun glinting off it. I dipped a tin pot in the flow; it spilled onto my legs. An eagle 

whistled. I realized that I couldn’t wait to get away, from Vancouver, from 

                                                                                                                                                                     

tree: “We told and retold the story of rescuing Cinnamon like a legend, to ourselves or whoever 
came to visit. […] I’ve heard that mothers can perform incredible feats of strength when their 
children are in danger – lift a car off a leg or fight a cougar. My mother’s feat that morning, 
climbing the unclimbable tree, descending with the scared cat clinging to her shoulder, proved 
that she would do anything for me” (Greenslade 95). Maggie is separated from Cinnamon when 
she and Jenny are billeted to the Edwards. 
99 The adults I refer to here are her parents and Ted. However, as detailed further on, Maggie 
meets two new individuals who offer her help and guidance in their own ways: Vern’s uncle, 
Leslie (who offers Maggie protection and safe passage in her solo trek to Duchess Creek), and 
later, Agnes (who bonds with Maggie on their trip to Potato Mountain). 
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Williams Lake, and from the storm of worry that boiled and thundered in the heart 

of me. (Greenslade 267) 

In metamorphosing the rolling sounds of traffic on Granville Street into a rushing river 

from the Chilcotin, Maggie struggles to recreate and maintain a sense of comfort and 

solace from this vision of her childhood place of nature – an image that, in conjunction 

with the previous ones she conjures during her time away from Duchess Creek, 

accentuates her development of and reliance upon a “bioregional imagination” in order to 

maintain her connection with the land. According to Lynch, Glotfelty, and Armbruster, 

their term “bioregional imagination” builds off of environmental scholar Lawrence 

Buell’s concept of “environmental imagination,” which Buell emphasizes as a 

relationship between environmental crisis and a crisis of the imagination (Environmental 

Imagination 2). Lynch, Glotfelty, and Armbruster add to this by working with the 

premise that “imagination is one key to developing new and better ideas about how to 

live in our specific places” (11-12), which will be seen in the epilogue to Maggie’s story.  

“Knowledge of place, within us, needs to be uncovered and revered” (McGinnis 

9); and in the moment above, it can be said that Maggie fully ascertains for herself the 

transformative power her childhood place of nature has in who she is and who she is 

becoming. As she camps her way out of Williams Lake, “her acute descriptions of the 

natural world” (Hluchy) embrace a welcome familiarity with the landscape as she 

recognizes the varieties of flora she comes across and describes how to use them: 

I knew the names of things out here: Canada mint, stinging nettle and horsetail by 

the water. Nodding onion on a sunny slope, the pale purple flower bending gently. 

Mallow, lamb’s quarters – you can make a salad from the fresh young leaves. 
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Yarrow for tea. Salsify, plantain, thistle, all along the roadside. You can eat the 

leaves and stems. Strawberries, you have to have the eye for them, the three 

leaves low to the ground, the tiny ruby berries. Last year’s rosehips, shrivelled, 

but still good to chew or put in tea. (Greenslade 269-270) 

However, when Maggie’s forest catches fire, all seems depressingly lost (“The pain was a 

river I rode; I could not plant my feet in it or it would knock me down” (272)) until Leslie 

– Vern’s uncle – happens across her on his way to Bella Coola for work. While he does 

not offer to “show her a place” like the adults before him, Vern does enable Maggie in a 

different way by helping her safely get to Duchess Creek and showing her that there is no 

shame in asking for help.100  

Once there, Maggie begins to experience the effects of a return to a familiar place 

that is now changed: her front yard has “been returned to the wild” (Greenslade 279), and 

although her old house still stands in its familiar place, it looks and smells different from 

before and no longer holds her father’s green chair. She also learns the true story of why 

her mother never came back to get her and Jenny101 – all of which become echoes of each 

other in returning to a place that is simultaneously the same yet different. Reinhabiting 

her old haunts irreversibly changes Maggie in her outlook on the individuals she thought 

she knew, in her view of old and discovery of new places within her bioregion, and in her 

overall maturity in continuing to articulate her relationship to the surrounding 

                                                        
100 Interestingly, natural space can be seen as an enabling space as, like with her father and Ted, 
Leslie shares a personal story with Maggie (how Vern came to live with him) while they camp for 
the night on their way to Duchess Creek (Shelter pgs. 274-278). This can also be extended to 
Jérémie and Lila’s relationship in Chapter 3. 
101 The history of how Irene first met Emil (Jenny’s father), then Patrick, and finally her reunion 
with Emil after her husband’s death spans Chapters 29 to 33 and is interspersed with Maggie’s 
own reintroduction to and rediscovery of her childhood place of nature as a more matured 
individual. 
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environment. Maggie’s trip to Potato Mountain with her mother’s old friend, Agnes,102 is 

one such example, as it not only becomes a formative moment of “new” discovery, but 

also marks her arrival, full circle, in this final stage of her growth to maturity in nature: 

“Here on the mountain, the sun pouring down, birdsong, wild onion and pine, among 

familiar flowers, things I could name and words I understood” (284). 

With everything now fallen into place and her quest for answers complete, 

Maggie temporarily makes a brief circular journey back to Williams Lake to reunite with 

Jenny and Sunny before they all make the ultimate move as a new family unit to the piece 

of land Jenny ends up inheriting from Emil, “a bright valley about an hour from the 

                                                        
102 When we first meet Agnes in Chapter 4 of Shelter, Irene calls Maggie and Jenny to the door of 
their home “to watch the Indians from Duchess Creek Reserve heading to Potato Mountain, 
where they’d camp and harvest wild potatoes” (Greenslade 36). Agnes returns again another time 
to drop off some potatoes and promises to take Maggie with her next year (Shelter pg. 57). It will 
be four to five years later that they finally take this trip together. 
 The First Nations influence found in Shelter is purposefully done by Greenslade, who 
reveals in a radio interview with the Jim Harrison Show of Kamloops, B.C. that there is also a 
First Nations influence in her life (her husband is Kwakwaka'wakw from the Island, and she also 
grew up hearing stories from neighbours, friends, and family that she feels recognizes the 
strangeness and mystery being out in the land and in the wild). On her personal website, 
Greenslade also shares a “BC bookshelf” of the non-fiction books that helped her “understand the 
spirit, the history, the flora and fauna, and the people of the Chilcotin region and the BC coast” in 
her writing of Shelter. According to Hluchy, “A traditional sense of the land permeates the 
narrative, suggesting a deep, almost mystical connection to the natural world” and Michelle Berry 
of The Globe and Mail agrees in her observation that “When Maggie hears the stories about her 
mother from different people, there seems to be an authorial nod to local, and perhaps native, oral 
tradition.” The legend of Chiwid also permeates Maggie and Jenny’s childhood as another 
representative of indigenous oral tradition (for one such instance, see Shelter pgs. 67-70). 

There is also the spirit of nature Maggie encounters in Chapter 5 after her father passes 
away: a little girl, three feet tall, with a face of bark, her lichen hair decorated with yellow 
balsamroot flowers, and wearing a skirt of purple harebells. As Philip Marchand notes, the 
“woodland sprite leads Maggie […] into another world. The experience does not seem to be a 
dream, waking or otherwise.” As they run through the trees and join the other twig girls in their 
chants, Maggie’s experience reminds one of Lisamarie’s mysterious encounters in Monkey 
Beach, especially when the former goes swimming with the twig girls: “We swam and I dove 
with my eyes open, parting tall weeds with my hands and gliding by, watching the sun cut 
through water and shine on the deep rocks and glimmering sand bottom” (Greenslade 56). It 
offers her a “double vision,” so to speak, in being able to see what others in her family cannot, as 
well as designating her with a certain sort of power in nature. 
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Nakenitses Valley” (Greenslade 374).103 As the reader flashes forward to a tent with 

Jenny sleeping inside and Maggie walking through the meadow with her niece, showing 

her the stakes she has driven into the ground with her father’s jackknife, Maggie 

establishes a new branch to the circular journey back to her bioregion: “‘Someday we’ll 

build a cabin here. This is where your bedroom will be, to catch the morning sun. We’ll 

have a generator and a ballerina lamp and kitchen cupboards with doors. It’ll be a house 

built by people who mean to stay’” (376). This linear extension suggests stability, 

security, and the hope of a permanent home in nature (something Maggie yearns for 

throughout her coming-of-age process), but it also emphasizes her evolution as one with 

an unwavering promise to stay close to the land and to teach a future generation how to 

do the same.  

 

Conclusion  

For both Lisamarie and Maggie, reinhabitation is not only the positive end result 

of their respective journeys and homecomings – it also becomes an act(ion) that 

particularly expresses how they choose to commemorate and carry forward their 

childhood formative moments in nature, as well as the teachings of their adult guides. 

While the need and reasons why to return, reclaim, and recover differ because of the two 

protagonists’ distinctive positionalities, both do, nevertheless, share in the process of 

                                                        
103 While Emil is not dead, he does become a haunted “black-bearded rake of a man living in the 
bush drawing birds on cardboard” (Greenslade 371) after the deaths of Irene and their baby boy. 
He resurfaces only to give Cinnamon (of whom Irene promised Maggie that she would take care 
of the last time they see each other at the Edwards’ place in Williams Lake) to his aunt, Alice, a 
short while after the tragedy. Upon Maggie’s solo visit home, Alice returns Cinnamon and reveals 
that Emil had land meant for Irene and thinks that he would now like Jenny to have it. 
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learning how to “tur[n] back to the land to understand who they are” (Rice) within the 

coming-of-age process.  

Lisamarie’s and Maggie’s experience of a “double vision” similarly helps them to 

achieve a deeper relationship with their environment as they grow, while allowing them 

to view their childhood places of nature with a newer set of eyes, awareness, ecological 

knowledge, and (the promise of future) practice. In many ways, this is comparable to the 

conclusion of Chapter 4, where Brian’s and Tecumseh’s achievement of new visions of 

self and land gesture to the potential to enact future change within the childhood places of 

nature through the roles they have chosen or inherited. Yet, with this connection one may 

also wonder if this chapter’s use of reinhabitation is not unlike sustainability as seen in 

Chapter 4. As I mention in Chapter 1, the bioregional themes or “points of view” used in 

each chapter of this dissertation are based in some way within one or more of the three 

key terms that recur most often in bioregional theory – dwelling, sustainability, and 

reinhabitation – which inevitability causes there to be some crossover in ideas and 

concepts as they are “mixed and matched” in various ways for each chapter. 

Nevertheless, the difference between reinhabitation and sustainability is reinforced by the 

fact that the urban-rural divide and the journey motif are constitutive in Monkey Beach 

and Shelter, while Brian and Tecumseh continue to dwell in their regions.  

The journey Lisamarie takes to Monkey Beach in the narrative present is 

intrinsically affected by the flashbacks (including the childhood formative moments in 

nature) to an even younger, inexperienced version of herself. With Ma-ma-oo and Mick 

as her guides to the traditional Haisla land and seascape, Lisamarie learns how to respect 

the environment of her childhood – a belief that effectively prepares her to complete the 
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“visionary quest” (Howells 187) she embarks on. Robinson’s avoidance of an easy 

resolution to her protagonist’s story – the last page has Lisamarie lying alone on the sand, 

amid the crows and clamshells, and with the distant sound of a speedboat – has been 

elegiacally read by critics. However, the ending can also be interpreted as one that entails 

survival – where she now understands how to embrace her spiritual powers and the new 

identity shaped by her decision to return to the childhood place of nature.  

In addition to the act of going to Monkey Beach, the way in which Lisamarie 

conveys her story (we must not forget that the entire narrative is through her eyes and 

voice) and her “double vision” can be said to extend the patterns of action, knowledge, 

and belief that will continue to fuel her future self when she makes another return to the 

reserve. Her ability to see her childhood places of nature “doubly” – of how it currently is 

and of how it could be in the future, especially after her near-death experience where she 

claims to understand more now than she did before – provides insight to her positively 

and responsibly enacting future change upon the bioregion especially as a member of the 

next generation of her Haisla community. Unlike The Mountain and the Valley’s David, 

who gains a sense of interconnectivity and regeneration only moments before his death 

on the mountaintop (the nature of his childhood), Lisamarie – and her relationship to 

future and past – promises more than an eternally stagnant inability to do more with what 

she has learned. 

The ending of Maggie’s journey, on the other hand, appears to be a much neater 

affair as she not only achieves the completion of her journey cycle to reinhabit Duchess 

Creek, but is also able to move from that place of “origin” to inhabit “Bright Valley” in 

order to begin anew. Duchess Creek is not the same place Maggie had originally left it as 
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(it no longer consists of the pristine cabin home and family unit she is nostalgic about 

during her trip away), and – as with Lisamarie in her return to Monkey Beach and, 

subsequently, her return to the Kitamaat region – her descriptions and observations of the 

place upon her return come to reflect the internal changes gained from a growth to 

maturity, even if the surrounding physical environment itself is still technically 

unchanged. It is a reminder of Berg and Dasmann’s link of a geographical terrain with a 

terrain of consciousness (36), and – in the case of both protagonists – shows how the 

landscape can and does come to mirror the transformed perceptions of place and nature 

experienced by their end-of-journey selves. As such, reinhabitation for Maggie and 

Lisamarie involves both internal and environmental change on various levels. 

Nonetheless, the linear extension to Maggie’s journey cycle can be said to entail 

something more complex as the idyllic and Edenic attitude expressed towards “Bright 

Valley” asks us to (re)consider whether she desires to revive her previous way of life – to 

recreate the kind of inhabitation she has lost – in an area that is not disrupted or injured in 

any way or form, which we understand to be so through her descriptions of the “pure as 

can be” (Greenslade 374) water from the creek that runs through the land, as well as the 

semi-isolated location.104 Furthermore, in Maggie’s conversation with Sunny, the three 

things she mentions – the ballerina lamp, the kitchen cupboards with doors, and a 

generator – symbolically combine the past with the present in order to (re)create a future 

                                                        
104 “The land Emil meant for our mother but has signed over to Jenny is in a bright valley about 
an hour from the Nakenitses Valley […] A creek runs through it [and] Even in the deep heat of 
summer, the water is as cold as the mountain snow it came from. It has a faint earthy taste of rock 
and swamp grass, of this place” (Greenslade 374). 
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way of living off and with the land.105 In this way, her envisioning begs the question of 

whether this is a realist (a progressive or changed) reinhabitation, or if it is a form of 

nostalgic sustainability (Chapter 2) in disguise. As such, her journey of reinhabitation is 

left – in one sense – as open-ended as Lisamarie’s, especially since both Robinson and 

Greenslade only hint as to what their young protagonists will do and/or become beyond 

the end of their respective narratives.  

The challenges and obstacles Maggie and Lisamarie must face throughout their 

journeys of reinhabitation, as well as the ways in which each protagonist becomes 

equipped to resolve or overcome them, are affected by the historical and political 

differences that challenge settler and Indigenous perspectives and relations. While neither 

one escapes from the imperialistic and capitalist economies of their texts (for Maggie, the 

land is “their” land – a similar idea expressed in Chapter 3 – whereas for Lisamarie it is a 

land that needs to be reclaimed and recovered (as with Chapter 4’s Truth and Bright 

Water)), Lisamarie is offered an alternative model of land and nature, particularly 

through Ma-ma-oo, who offers her hybrid ways of thinking and living that are 

appropriate for the place she must assume in the aftermath of institutionalization. Monroe 

of Chapter 4 does a similar thing for Tecumseh, where obstacles are more than just things 

that hinder or prevent one’s progress, but which also assume the larger forms of settler-

Indigenous tensions and haunting intergenerational traumas that must be negotiated 

                                                        
105 The lamp is mentioned in a letter sent from Jenny while in Vancouver (a reminder of comfort, 
hardship, and perhaps even the city life Maggie herself did not like); the Duchess Creek cabin had 
kitchen cupboards without doors, which is linked to her mother’s comment that the house was 
“not built by people who intended to stay” (Greenslade 5) (the opposite of what Maggie would 
like to do in “Bright Valley”); and the generator gestures towards a newer vision of their “Bright 
Valley” home (the Duchess Creek cabin only relied on a “saggy wire […] strung through the 
trees” which gave occasional power and kept them from “join[ing] the twentieth century” 
(Greenslade 5)). 
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through newer ways of reimagining the self in relationship to environment, community, 

knowledge, culture, and spirituality.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

 

     There are oaks and beeches 
And green high hollies. The multitudinous tree 

   Stands on the hill and clothes the valley, reaches 
Over long lands, down to a roaring sea. 
And the child moved onward, into the heart of the wood, 
Unhindered, unresisted, unwithstood. 
    

From Roy Daniells’ “Deeper Into the Forest”  
 
 
 
 
 
 

To end, I would like to begin with the following words from activist and 

community and regional planner, Doug Aberley: “Bioregionalism is a story best learned 

from listening to many voices” (37). I came across this quotation very early on in my 

research for this dissertation and it has stayed with me, becoming increasingly more 

poignant as I continued to think about how the child figure’s relationship with nature 

could engage with a bioregional perspective in Canadian fiction. While the “many 

voices” (37) Aberley mentions here refer to a number of scholars that have contributed to 

the major events and periods in the history of bioregionalism as discussed in his article 

“Interpreting Bioregionalism: A Story from Many Voices,” I would like to extend this 

idea to also include Canadian writing, generally speaking, and the eight texts of my 

corpus, more specifically, as another manifestation of the “many voices” (37) that are 
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crucial to bioregionalism’s evolving dialogue of “place-conscious readings” (Lynch et al. 

18) and place-based ways of thinking. 

According to Tom Lynch, Cheryll Glotfelty, and Karla Armbruster in The 

Bioregional Imagination: Literature, Ecology, and Place, the place literary critics have in 

regards to bioregionalism is important for two main reasons. Firstly, literary critics can 

contribute to enlarging the boundaries of what counts as bioregional literature by drawing 

out the bioregional potential of texts that have not been seen this way before; and 

secondly, they can also help to shape the ways readers approach texts and encourage 

them to use the categories and concepts that highlight bioregional issues and concerns 

(16). In using bioregionalism as a lens through which to view the Canadian child’s 

coming-of-age in nature, it is my hope that this project not only shows the constructive 

value of a bioregional approach to coming-of-age narratives, but also opens the door a bit 

further for more conversation on how the contemporary child’s relationship with nature 

in Canadian fiction is continuing to reflect our environmental concerns in a number of 

ways.  

In uniting the Canadian child figure, nature, and a bioregional point of view 

together, this dissertation reveals that bioregionalism can be relevant to coming-of-age 

narratives, and that specific bioregional themes or points of view arise when such a lens 

is used. The presence of nature in Canadian literature is, undoubtedly, an important one106 

in as much the same way that the theme of childhood and youth in Canadian literature is. 

                                                        
106 As Ella Soper and Nicholas Bradley note, nature has occupied a central place in critical 
conversation virtually from the inception of the notion of a Canadian national literature (xvii); 
and Laurie Ricou even suggests, “Canadian literary studies, with their long-standing interest in 
nature, wilderness, and landscape, might be said to have always been ecocritical” (“Ecocriticism” 
324).  
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However, despite the significant amount of criticism on nature’s presence in the 

Canadian canon, as well as the important recognition children and youth in Canadian 

literature have received, this project is the first and only study of the ways in which 

bioregionalism foregrounds the link between the child, coming of age, and nature, and 

certainly, the only one to identify regional works that can be read from this perspective.  

As I have illustrated in my readings of the texts studied in this project, there are 

four bioregional themes or points of view that come to light – nostalgic sustainability, 

conservation, sustainable dwelling, and the journey of reinhabitation. While each of these 

themes make use of at least one of the three key terms that frequently recur in bioregional 

discourse (dwelling, sustainability, and reinhabitation), they additionally appear either in 

conjunction with coming-of-age motifs, with a distinct characteristic found in a particular 

regional body of literature, or use the narrative’s ending to establish the kind of 

connection we are to consider between bioregionalism and the child figure. In this way, 

my discussion of nostalgic sustainability with Alistair MacLeod’s “The Boat” and Ernest 

Buckler’s The Mountain and the Valley accentuates the nostalgic and melancholic 

attitudes that are not only characteristic of Atlantic Canadian writing, but also deeply 

influential in transforming a physical bioregion into a hauntingly internal image of nature 

that can only be fully sustained by memory. Monique Proulx’s Wildlives and Mary 

Lawson’s Crow Lake of Central Canada emphasize conservation – which has connections 

to the ideas of dwelling – as a specific choice their protagonists make in adulthood as a 

direct result of their positive childhood experiences in nature. The prairie novels of Who 

Has Seen the Wind by W.O. Mitchell and Truth and Bright Water by Thomas King use 

sustainable dwelling (which unites two bioregional terms together) in order to highlight 
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the child’s ability to envision a future version of himself and the potential to help sustain 

his dwelling at a later time through a role that is either chosen or inherited. Eden 

Robinson’s Monkey Beach and Frances Greenslade’s Shelter articulate the journey of 

reinhabitation (the combination of a coming-of-age motif with a bioregional theme) as a 

way to achieve a deeper and different environmental awareness, knowledge, and vision of 

the Canadian West Coast through the desire to return, recover, and reclaim. 

In reflecting on all of the protagonists in this project as a whole, I have also 

emphasized four common threads amongst my texts: the movement from reflection to 

action; the presence of guides to nature; the journey (and the trials that are encountered 

along the way); and a confrontation with the environment. Although the bioregional 

themes of each chapter guide my argument overall, these commonalities provide an 

additional perspective on the child-nature relationship in Canadian fiction. In regards to 

the dynamic of reflection and action that James Hardin discusses in his study on the 

Bildungsroman, MacLeod’s narrator (“The Boat”) and David (The Mountain and the 

Valley) are two of the most reflective protagonists in this dissertation in terms of their 

substantial reliance on nostalgia and memory, as well as their inability to put the 

ecological knowledge they have gained towards some form of environmental action. 

Their stagnant positions, physically and psychologically, provide a contrast to the 

increasingly more energetic child-nature relationships we see through Jérémie’s 

(Wildlives) and Kate’s (Crow Lake) act(ion)s of conservation, Brian’s (Who Has Seen the 

Wind) and Tecumseh’s (Truth and Bright Water) future potential to enact change, and 

Lisamarie’s (Monkey Beach) and Maggie’s (Shelter) (re)learning how to live-in-place 

through the act(ion) of reinhabitation. 
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Another common thread that runs across all chapters is the presence of guides to 

nature. Within my corpus, these guides almost always take the form of adults and are 

usually family figures (the father of “The Boat,” Uncle Simon of Wildlives, older brother 

Matt of Crow Lake, and grandmother Ma-ma-oo of Monkey Beach), but do not 

necessarily have to be (Lila of Wildlives and Monroe of Truth and Bright Water). There 

can also be more than one guide to help the young protagonist along (Shelter’s Maggie 

has five: her father Patrick, her mother Irene, Ted Edwards of Williams Lake, Leslie 

(Vern’s uncle), and Agnes (a friend of Irene’s)), and the guide does not always have to be 

much older than the protagonist (the Young Ben in Who Has Seen the Wind and Lum in 

Truth and Bright Water). As varied as they are, these guides to nature hold important 

roles in shaping the young protagonists’ developing relationship between self and place, 

in educating them into a deeper and different ecological knowledge and awareness, and in 

nurturing a respect for the bioregions they live in. 

As a recognized characteristic of coming-of-age narratives, the circular and/or 

linear journey is a symbolic approach that marks the kind of growth or change (physical, 

psychological, emotional, spiritual, etc.) a protagonist may undergo in his or her 

development to maturity and the overcoming of various trials encountered throughout. 

While the circular journeys in Monkey Beach and Shelter (which includes a linear 

extension for Maggie) are the most explicit of all the narratives in this project, we can 

also trace journey patterns in the others: the narrator’s (“The Boat”) and David’s (The 

Mountain and the Valley) are both linear (the former’s story is left unconcluded, while 

the latter dies) and more psychological than physical; Jérémie’s (Wildlives) and Kate’s 

(Crow Lake) progression from child to adult mark their journeys as linear, but could 
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arguably also include a circular extension as both protagonists make returns to the 

childhood places of nature as adults at the end of their narratives; and linear again for 

Brian (Who Has Seen the Wind) and Tecumseh (Truth and Bright Water) as their 

narratives are left open-ended and strongly imply that both will continue to move forward 

out of childhood. 

Randolf Shaffner’s observation that the Bildungsroman or coming-of-age 

narrative includes “an individual’s confrontation with his environment” (17) is 

fundamental to this project’s investigation of the child’s relationship with nature. 

However, by exchanging “confrontation” with “encounter,” I suggest a more positive 

relationship in my claim that a wilderness experience appears to be an indispensable and 

integral part of growing up for the protagonists featured in this dissertation. While the 

natural environments analyzed in my chapters are regionally diverse, all of them become 

meaningful places that the young protagonist can turn to for solace and reflection, in 

moments of anger or helplessness, and to experience and/or rediscover the most 

formative moments in their growths to maturity.  

I believe that there is still much left to explore between the child, nature, and a 

bioregional perspective in Canadian fiction, but there are a few limitations to overcome. 

In my introduction to this dissertation, I outlined my difficulty in locating scholarship on 

the connections between these separate fields and areas of research, and in attempting to 

identify bioregional ideas in literature of the North (Yukon, Northwest Territories, and 

Nunavut) and in texts by racialized writers. For example, while I found a number of 

interesting Asian Canadian coming-of-age stories, their focus on non-environmental 

issues (such as the immigrant experience and hyphenated identities) or their setting in 
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non-Canadian regions makes it difficult to support bioregional ways of reading them.107 

African and Caribbean Canadian literature is also similar in tone.108 

Gender additionally plays a role as addressed in my chapters. While one of the 

reasons I have chosen to use the term “coming of age” to describe my corpus involves my 

desire to be inclusive (the Bildungsroman traditionally centres around the male figure 

only), considerations of the gender of my protagonists also brings forward the issue of 

violence and where and how it appears in the narratives. Lisamarie (Monkey Beach), for 

example, witnesses a type of violence when Mick’s and Ma-ma-oo’s remains are 

recovered from the ocean and a burnt down house, respectively; and this is not unlike 

when MacLeod’s narrator (“The Boat”) discovers his father’s battered body against the 

rocks of the sea, or Jérémie’s (Wildlives) description of Lila’s appearance in death as 

half-devoured by the animals she once protected. However, male protagonists have a 

greater tendency to commit acts of violence towards nature or on something else than 

female protagonists: Jérémie’s ant demolition (Wildlives), David’s hacking of the 

parsnips (The Mountain and the Valley), the Young Ben’s act of mercy on the tortured 

gopher (Who Has Seen the Wind), and Lum’s abuse by his father (Truth and Bright 

Water).  

A more comprehensive look at gender differences in the child-nature relationship 

or considerations of other regions might map future directions of study of Canadian 

coming-of-age narratives through a bioregional perspective. However, in any future move 

                                                        
107 Some of the works I came across include Wayson Choy’s The Jade Peony, Joy Kogawa’s 
Obasan, Anita Rau Badami’s Tamarind Mem, Kim Thúy’s Ru, Ann Y. K. Choi’s Kay’s Lucky 
Coin Variety, and Larissa Lai’s Salt Fish Girl.  
108 Some examples are Austin Clarke’s Growing Up Stupid Under the Union Jack: A Memoir, 
Dionne Brand’s What We All Long For, Shyam Selvadurai’s Funny Boy, and David Chariandy’s 
Soucouyant.  
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towards more innovative ways of thinking about the child, nature, and region from an 

ecological perspective, it is imperative that we continue to recognize the “many voices” 

(Aberley 37) that continue to contribute to bioregionalism’s powerful presupposition that 

“where you are matters” (Lynch et al. 18).  
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