BOOK REVIEWS
Sojourning

ministers) from Nova Scotia shaped
British Columbia and, as a result,
Canada. In placing teachers (and
clergy) at the heart of nation building,
Barman emphasizes the important role
of church and school in incorporating
British Columbia into the Canadian
nation. She argues that "British
Columbia's absorption into Canada in
the years following the completion of
the transcontinental railway derived
far more from inconspicuous women
like Jessie and Annie McQueen than
it did from the public pronouncements
of fellow Nova Scotians like George
Munro Grant" (129). Women such as
Annie and Jessie McQueen gave a new
nation its meaning.
As Scottish Presbyterians from Pictou
County, the McQueen sisters came
from a culture that emphasized literacy,
religion, responsibility, and domesticity.
Compared to the world they would
enter in British Columbia, their world
in Pictou County was "homogeneous
and self-referential" (16), and some of
the most striking aspects of Soujourning
Sisters are Barman's discussions of their
encounter with "the other" - whether
Aboriginal peoples or the frontier. As
Barman regularly reminds us, Annie
and Jessie took their cultural baggage
with them. Jessie eventually returned
to Pictou County to care for an aging
parent and a sister; Annie, however,
stayed in British Columbia, married, had
three children, was widowed, gradually
entered public fife as a reformer, and,
in 1919, became the provincial director
of the Homes Branch of the Soldiers'
Settlement Board.
The McQueen sisters give us a sense
of the ties that reached across the new
nation. People and goods travelled back
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EAN BARMAN'S Soujourning Sisters
is an important book that merits
a wide audience, consisting of both
those interested specifically in British
Columbia and those interested in
Canadian history writ large. It recasts
the notion of nation-building and draws
the spotlight away from politicians and
business elite to focus it on ordinary
people. Using rich and textured sources,
Barman follows the lives and letters of
two sisters who leave Nova Scotia in
1887-88 for the improved economic
prospects offered by teaching posts in
British Columbia. The completion of
the Canadian Pacific Railway in 1885
linked the interior of British Columbia
and rural Pictou County in Nova Scotia,
and created the opportunity for two
young female sojourners to leave their
family homestead yet still maintain a
connection to it. While their actions
were prompted by particular economic
difficulties, their departure, and the
exodus of other young women in similar
strained circumstances, played a role in
Canadian nation-building as local
schools brought British Columbia into
the Canadian nation in an immediate
and direct way.

Barman argues that the disproportionate number of schoolteachers (and
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and forth; lilac blooms for a wedding
came from Saint John, cloth that was
cheaper in the East than in the West
was available locally, and used newspapers and magazines kept sojourners
connected to Eastern events and people.
People also moved back and forth with
surprising frequency, and the McQueens'
British Columbia included cousins, old
neighbours, clergy, and a niece. In the
McQueen family, money flowed east as
the BC teachers' salaries helped support
those in Pictou County. Barman constandy emphasizes the enduring strength
of a daughter's obligations, which did not
easily weaken, great distance and time
notwithstanding. These filial bonds were
cemented with guilt, duty, and respectability, and they were balanced by effusive
expressions of affection.
It is not surprising that, as a Nova
Scotian historian (who is also using
many of the same letters for her own
research), I would urge Barman to
broaden the perspective of her conclusions. If schoolteachers such as Annie
and Jessie McQueen helped absorb
(or incorporate) British Columbia into
Canada, then it is also important to note
that the experience of going west also
contributed to making these Nova Scotian women Canadian. In the end, I am
intrigued, but perhaps not completely
convinced, by the central argument.
I remain sceptical about the ultimate
influence of these Nova Scotian female
teachers, as British Columbia's dominantiy male, secular, and heterogenous
culture appears to be the antithesis of the
society from which these women came.
It is not clear that British Columbia
ever came close to conforming to the
vision of Canada that these women
carried, and both of them appear to be
transformed by British Columbia at least
as much as they may have transformed
it. This reservation notwithstanding, Sojourning Sisters is a magnificent piece of
historical interpretation and storytelling.

Barman has original insights into British
Columbia and the process of nationbuilding, and she skilfully translates
the lives of Annie and Jessie McQueen
into stories of nation builders.
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HE SUBTITLE of this biography
has several meanings. Constance
Lindsay Skinner (1877-1939) lived on a
variety of frontiers - geographical, social, literary, and imaginative. Skinner
occupies a minor place in the canon
of American literature but, until now,
has been almost unknown in her native
Canada. I confess to wondering, initially,
whether the talents of an accomplished
scholar were well spent on raising
Skinner's profile. My question was soon
answered. Jean Barman's credentials as
a historian of British Columbia, her
knowledge of women's history, and her
literary skills are happily joined in this
valuable and fascinating volume.
Constance Lindsay Skinner was
born to pioneering parents in the
Cariboo and, at age ten, moved with
her family to Victoria and subsequently
to Vancouver, a young city still closely
bound to the frontier. There the Skinner
family was joined by Maggie Alexander,
the "half-breed" daughter of a Hudson's
Bay Company trader in northern British
Columbia. Constance and Maggie grew
up like sisters, an experience reflected in
Skinner's lifelong interest in race and
hybridity.
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From her earliest years Skinner read
avidly in her father's library and always
knew she wanted to be a writer. Before
she was twenty, Skinner was writing for
Vancouver newspapers and then moved
to Los Angeles, to Chicago, and eventually to New York in 1912. Through these
years Skinner struggled to advance beyond journalism into what she saw as
her true vocation as a writer of poetry,
plays, short stories, and novels.
A major barrier for a single woman
trying to make a life in writing was the
hostility of the male literary establishment towards women aggressive enough
to invade the literary marketplace.
Nevertheless, the rise of popular magazines brought Skinner some success as
a short-story writer; her poetry won
recognition in both London and New
York; and some of her plays reached
the stage. T h e Vancouver audiences
who, in the spring of 2003, saw the
first Canadian performance of her play
"The Birthright" (1906) witnessed a provocative drama about Aboriginal-White
relations in northern British Columbia,
courageous for its time. Over the years,
her eight novels for juveniles became a
stable financial support.
Later she achieved prominence as
a historian through the Chronicles of
America series published by Yale University Press, for which she wrote Pioneers of
the Old Southwest (1919) and Adventures
of Oregon: A Chronicle of the Fur Trade
(1920). Skinner prided herself on writing
"experiential history" in contrast to what
she considered to be the "dryasdust"
work of the academic historians (nearly
all male) who increasingly dominated
historical writing. More than a decade
later, she claimed that her Beaver, Kings,
and Cabins (Macmillan, 1933) was the first
full account of the North American fur
trade. More than any other of her works,
it drew on her memories of growing up
on the BC frontier. By this time, those
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memories were suffused with a good deal
of imagination.
So, too, were her novels, notably Red
Willows (1929), a tale about the transformative possibilities of the frontier,
where races were blended to create a new
culture. As with all her work, this one
was distinguished by its full depiction
of women in frontier life. Sales of the
book were small. Equally disappointing
was the popular response to Songs of the
Coastal Dwellers (1930), a selection of
her "Aboriginal" poems, which Skinner
considered "brilliant." To her distress
neither volume was awarded the Pulitzer
Prize she so much coveted.
Possibly Skinner's most enduring
claim to fame was the Rivers of America
series, which she conceived and edited.
The series was an immediate and lasting
success. Sixty years later, the Library of
Congress paid tribute to Skinner as
"one of the first women to hold a top
job in the U.S. trade-book publishing
industry."< Author: Source of quote? >
Barman describes Skinner as standing
"at the edge of fame" and shows the
heavy price she paid to get that far. Her
private life was limited. Along with an
intense pace of writing and editing, her
financial survival also demanded the
constant promotion of herself and her
work, and the defence of her reputation
and status, mainly against male scepticism. Much of her social life was related
to this objective. The great love of her
life was the famed explorer Vilhjalmur
Stefansson, who embodied her ideal of
"frontier masculinity." But she had to
settle for a spasmodically supportive
friendship.
Barman suggests that, had financial
considerations not compelled her to
publish in so many genres, Skinner
might have been more successful. Be
that as it may, she did succeed, against
the odds, in living "a writing life." Now,
she is fortunate in her biographer.
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Ethel

Wilson's writing that David Stouck
emphasizes in his critical biography are
her ability to evoke a sense of place and
her great reverence for "the English
sentence." Anyone would think that
Stouck had taken Wilson's fiction as
his model, for the great strengths of
this book are its ability to evoke Wilson's
British Columbia in its historical and
material detail and the graceful, clear,
and sympathetic prose that suggests that
his reverence for the English sentence
is as great as is hers. This book is a
wonderful achievement - a work of
painstaking scholarship that is enjoyable
to read - and it will be of special interest
to British Columbians for the ways it
situates Wilson within the history of
early Vancouver and her writing at the
centre of BC literature.
Ethel Wilson published six books of
fiction set in British Columbia in the
years between 1947 and 1961. Her best
known work is Swamp Angel (1954), a
novel that engages the hearts of readers
with its perceptive descriptions of the
BC landscape and its almost philosophical approach to the possibilities
of human community. Ethel Wilson: A
Critical Biography is the first and only
scholarly biography of this important
BC writer. A collection of her unpublished stories, essays, and letters edited
by David Stouck appeared in 1987, and
its positive reception provided the impetus for this work.
Ethel Wilson was raised in Vancouver
by her mother's family, the Malkins,

after the early deaths of both her parents.
The family home on Barclay and Jervis
Streets was built when the West End was
composed mainly of woods and building
lots. T h e future novelist trudged to
school through the rain and rode her
bike on wooden sidewalks, learning to
swim at English Bay from Joe Fortes,
the "heroic" black man who later became
a subject of her fiction. Stouck carefully
builds a portrait of Vancouver in the
early decades of the twentieth century,
drawing details from local histories
and Wilson's own fiction to create an
engaging and detailed picture of an
earnest young girl caught in the already
complex web of social relationships in
the growing city. Haunted by the loss
of her parents and her personal history
of abrupt dislocation, Wilson was painfully shy. Yet she occupied a privileged
position in the newly founded city,
and she counted among her relatives
prominent businessmen, a mayor of
Vancouver, and founding members of
Vancouver's Methodist Church. Stouck
deals with this material sympathetically,
emphasizing how Wilson's education
in formal courtesy and her Methodist
sense of duty determined elements of
her character.
While her family expected her to
marry, and to marry well, Ethel remained single until the death of her
beloved maternal grandmother in 1919,
when the Barclay Street household was
broken up, and, at the age of thirty-one,
she married Wallace Wilson. Wallace
was a returned soldier and a doctor who
eventually became president of the BC
Medical Association, a founder of the
BC Cancer Society, and chief of Medicine at Shaughnessy Hospital; their
friends and professional acquaintances
would include H.R. MacMillan, Leon
and Thea Koerner, and professors and
presidents at the University of British
Columbia. While Wallace's public position required Ethel's support as hostess,
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he also introduced her to fly fishing and
European travel, and provided her with
the emotional and financial support
that facilitated her writing career. Their
happy marriage extended over many
years, Wallace s outgoing personality and
casual manners in some ways balancing
Ethel's relative shyness and formality.
While Wilson often depicted herself publicly as simply a doctor's wife
who scribbled away in her spare time,
Stouck has established that she began
her writing career much earlier than
she admitted and that her work was
more important to her than she acknowledged. Drawing on the extensive
collection of Wilson papers in the UBC
archives, Stouck offers chapters on each
of her major publications, carefully
detailing correspondence, negotiations
with editors, and manuscript versions
and revisions as well as surveying
reviews and critical responses. Stouck
emphasizes her achievements as a stylist,
pointing out that "the life or death of a
character was often of less importance to
Wilson than the placement of a comma
or the choosing of a word" (190). He
quotes from a letter to her close friend
and editor at Macmillan, John Gray
- "her subject was 'Nature' and 'things'
with relation to People" (204) - and
shows how novels like Swamp Angel
and Love and Salt Water illustrate what
Wilson called "the formidable power
of geography that determines the
character and performance of a people"
(xiv). Stouck also includes accounts of
Wilson's friendships with poets Earle
Birney and Roy Daniells, and discusses
the inspiration and support she offered
younger women writers like Margaret
Laurence and Alice Munro.
Many of the biographical details in
this book are derived from Wilson's own
fiction, itself inspired by her life and her
family history. However, Stouck avoids
the questionable practice of blindly attributing all the thoughts and feelings
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of Wilson's fictional characters to the
author in her proper person: he carefully
picks his way among the published and
unpublished versions of Wilson's life,
conscientiously identifying his sources
as well as his speculations. The book
strives to correct the more egregious errors of Mary McAlpine's memoir of her
friend (The Other Side of Silence: A Life
of Ethel Wilson, Harbour, 1988), without
denying its debt to that work. Stouck
displays respect both for his subject and
his sources in his elegant and engaging
prose, and he demonstrates mature insight and useful evaluation in his survey
of previous scholarship. The result is a
treat for literary readers and scholars.
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o A YOUNG LAW TEACHER recently

arrived from England in Saskatoon
in the mid-sixties, the Canadian law
relating to both the consumption of
alcohol and gambling was odd. W h y
were bars shielded from the public
gaze? Why did beer parlours serve only
beer? W h y could one not stand and
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drink? W h o on earth were "Ladies and
Escorts" and why did it matter? Why in
a liquor board store was it necessary to
fill out a form to secure one's purchases?
How was it that these stores employed
people who distinguished sherries as
either "sweet or sour"? W h y was offcourse betting illegal, while on-course
betting was perfectly within the law?
Why were buying a ticket for the Irish
hospital sweepstakes and bingo beyond
the legal pale? These and other questions
have continued to puzzle me.
Robert Campbell and Suzanne
Morton provide answers to the questions posed as well as skilfully drawing
the general contours and some of the
detail of the history of these two problematic areas of social activity. The scope
of the two books differs. Campbell's is a
micro-history of the regulation of public
consumption of alcohol, as it played out
in beer parlours in British Columbia
between 1925 and 1954. Morton for her
part seeks to treat gambling as a national
issue, exposing the regional and cultural
nuances of its incidence and the law's
treatment of it in several parts of the
country using the period from 1919 to
1969 as her time frame. Both perspectives are important and valid, although
by virtue of its comparative approach,
the book on gambling allows for a richer
analysis and critique of how geography
and culture affected both political and
popular attitudes towards it. If there is a
dimension lacking in Campbell's work,
it is that we have few references to how
the system in British Columbia compared and contrasted with other parts
of Canada. In my opinion, good local
history can benefit from that broader
pattern of contextualization.
The common starting date for the
analysis of the two social practices
is well chosen. Nineteen twenty-five
represents the end of the hiatus after
the repeal of Prohibition in British
Columbia in 1919, and the substitution

of state regulation of liquor, its sale, and
locations of consumption for other than
individual and familial private purposes.
With gambling, the starting date is less a
watershed than what Morton describes
as a date which represents the beginning
of a transformation in social attitudes
on gambling from "a stigmatized minor
form of vice" (often laid at the feet of
Chinese immigrants) to "an acceptable
activity regarded as appropriate and
perhaps necessary to help fund the Canadian welfare state."This was a gradual
process covering a period of forty years.
Suzanne Morton describes Canadian
policy and law towards gambling as
reflecting a profound ambivalence about
gambling within Canadian society.
Campbell's study indicates that the same
ambivalence afflicted British Columbians
in how to deal with the consumption of
alcohol. In each case the authors quite
correcdy emphasize moral regulation or
proscription as the central impulses of
the legal regimes developed to control or
suppress these activities - stimuli which
were progressively challenged by representatives of other community interests,
and in the case of public consumption
of alcohol, from within the regulatory
system itself.
Both books articulate carefully the
conflicting attitudes and discourses that
fed into social and legal policy on public
drinking and gambling. In both instances
class difference explains much about how
social policy and law were constructed.
Campbell's book is testimony to the extent to which politicians supported by
many of their middle-class constituents
sought to reconstruct public drinking
for the working class by substituting the
craved "decency" of the new, sterile beer
parlour where peace and moderation
would reign supreme for the disorder
and misrule of the pre-Prohibition
unlicensed saloon. My only complaint
with Campbell's analysis is that it fails to
comment on the extent to which licensed
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clubs, especially those servicing veterans,
also catered to a working class clientele.
In other words, are we seeing the full
story about working-class drinking by
focusing exclusively on its public face in
beer parlours? Was there in fact overlap
between the license provided for private
drinking for middle-class and workingclass imbibers? As the clubs allowed
people to bring their own liquor and store
it, and liquor sold at enhanced rates in
liquor board stores that compared unfavourably in cost with beer in the glass, it
may well be that class discrimination was
preserved in terms of space by differential
pricing. The actual situation is not made
clear in Campbells analysis. W h a t I am
suggesting here is comparative reference,
not a different book.
The class dimension was also central
to the way in which social and legal policy
shook down with gambling. Among the
many inconsistencies in the application
of Canadian policy and law on gambling
after 1919 is the fact that while a whole
range of its forms were illegal, including
off-track betting, lotteries, gaming clubs,
and even bingo, on-track betting through
what became pari-mutuels, from which
the state took its cut, was quite legal.
This situation reflected a concession to
a traditional form of gambling related
to the "sport of kings" that served the
rich and others who had the time and
resources to attend race courses during
daytime hours. Although by no means
immune from criticism from the moral
and social reformers, race track betting
survived because of its historic, elitist and
institutional connections. Other forms
of gambling were prohibited by law,
primarily because they were open to the
working class, and therefore subversive
of the values of moral integrity, thrift,
and commitment to family, community,
and country that lay at the root of what
reformers and their political soul mates
saw as the mark of the virtuous Canadian
citizen.
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The authors also make clear that the
ways in which social policy and law impacted on both forms of activity reflect
beliefs and stereotypes about gender
and race. The convoluted attempts by
the British Columbia Liquor Control
Board to ensure that access by unattached women (invariably suspected of
being "loose" or, worse still, prostitutes)
was limited, and that those who did
get in did not consort with unattached
men by requiring ever higher partitions,
provides a mildly comic, although real,
example of patriarchal discrimination
based on gender sexuality at work. Racial anxieties were evident in policies and
legal constraints designed to exclude
from beer parlours Asian and First
Nations drinkers respectively, and the
expulsion of mixed race couples, where,
but typically only where, the female
partner was white. W i t h gambling,
many genres of which were typically
associated with masculinity and male
players, gender became a significant
moral and social issue over bingo, which
was largely played by women, persons
whom it was felt should have been at
home ministering to their families and
not wasting the family's money on idle
and unproductive pursuits. Race and
ethnicity concerns were voiced both at a
general level in the rhetoric of gambling,
reflecting its supposedly non-Anglo Saxon roots, and more particularly at
certain communities, such as the Chinese and Jews, who were believed to be
addicted to or at the centre of the business. A further dimension of difference
is religious and cultural. This difference
is ostensibly more obvious in the case
of gambling where the Roman Catholic
rank and file, although not necessarily
the ecclesiastical hierarchy, were much
more likely to condone and participate
in forms of gambling such as lotteries
and bingo, especially those which had
charitable objectives, than their Protestant counterparts. Parochial support
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for gambling was, not surprisingly,
strongest in Quebec. The same cultural
differences almost certainly existed
with public consumption of alcohol.
In Quebec, unlike British Columbia,
licensed bars and restaurants operated
after the province's short dalliance with
Prohibition. In Francophone Roman
Catholic communities in particular,
alcohol consumption did not generate
the profound anxieties that it did in
Anglophone Protestant Canada.
A further common theme investigated by Campbell and Morton is the
less than impressive operation of the law,
the regulatory regime governing the operation of beer parlours and the criminal
law proscription of gambling. In the case
of British Columbian beer parlours, the
regime had limited financial support,
which meant that the Liquor Control
Board had to rely in many instances on
self-regulation by operators and their
employees. As the priorities of these
two groups did not necessarily jibe with
those of the regulator, enforcement was
variable, contested, and sometimes nonexistent. When customers are added to
the equation, various forms of resistance,
subtle and otherwise, occurred, which it
was sometimes beyond the capacity of
the system to control or which in-house
regulators felt they had to accommodate.
The attempts by unattached male and
female customers to circumvent the
partitions and threats designed to keep
them apart is a case in point. The LCB
itself could itself become frustrated by
other institutional players intent on
interfering with its work or ordering
it about. This was particularly the case
during the Second World War when the
medical officer of health for Vancouver
sought to throw his weight around in
the cause of more vigorous enforcement
during a venereal disease panic.
It was only in the 1950s, when
criticisms of the regulatory system's
inefficiencies came more readily to

light and challenges developed from segments of the middle class chafing at the
bit about the lack of access to alcohol in
other public places that the reconstruction of the system and the discourse underlying it began. As Campbell suggests,
it was middle-class "wet" discourse that
was to introduce new knowledge into
the debate about drinking in public and
steer it way from the moral pathologies
of the past. Reform was, however, to take
time as the Social Credit government's
reforms of 1954 were grudging. While
loosening up the law relating to drinking
in cocktail bars and restaurants to salve
middle-class concerns, they sought
somewhat ineffectively to turn beer
parlours into working-class bars, places
still hedged round with rules of "decency"
that betrayed class prejudice.
With gambling, significant segments
of the population ignored the moral
strictures of the Protestant churches and
in some cases those of Roman Catholic
bishops and broke the law - the law
that embraced everything from the
operation of illicit gambling enterprises
to the ordinary citizen playing bingo and
purchasing a lottery or sweepstake ticket
or parishes and charities seeking to raise
funds in these ways. Enforcement varied
significantly depending on the form of
gambling in question and on the city
or region in which the action occurred.
Compared with Toronto, for instance,
which Hked to give the impression that
the police had things under control and
were ready to enforce the law vigorously,
Montreal and Vancouver appeared open
for business and, except when political
sensitivities required it, relatively free
from police attention. Morton adroitly
describes the story as one of overlapping
moral and economic concern that led to
the maintenance of unenforceable laws
and the absence of a political consensus
to bring the troublesome law in line with
behaviour. It was only with the growth of
consumerism, a revised view of specula-

