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Vancouver (The Romance of Canadian Cities Series) by Eric Nicol. 
Toronto: Doubleday Canada, Ltd., 1970. XV, pp. 260, Mus. $8.95. 

Eric Nicol, newspaper columnist, dramatist, and distinguished humorist, 
is almost a native Vancouverite. Born in "the middle of a Kingston 
winter," he arrived in Vancouver in August 1920, at the age of eight 
months, and he is still sure that his "baby fat was grateful for its transfer 
to the milder climate." Apart from some periods of absence "dictated by 
World War II and post-graduate education," he has remained within 
this city of his choice for some fifty years and more and, if I read him 
aright, he has no intention of seeking greener or richer fields. His love for 
the city is profound and apparent, and about it (or should "it" be 
"her"?) he writes with deep affection, tempered by justifiable criticism. 
He wears no blinkers, nor even rose coloured glasses. His research has 
been arduous and thorough, and he knows full well that periods of 
blackness have often blended with times of sunshine and gentle rain 
during the growth of this miraculous city — a city whose real history can 
be encompassed within the lifespan of a man. 

But should this particular work even be called history? Vancouver's life 
stretches across a century of time, and is here contained within a relatively 
short book of some two hundred and forty-seven pages. It is a brief story 
and "does not lend itself to treatment as an epic. Too many of the notable 
episodes . . . have a strong element of the ludicrous." Moreover, much 
of the early history is "to a large degree anecdotal, possibly apocryphal. 
No sweep of grand armies, no Lady Hamilton entertaining the fleet 
attracted official historians to the scene of Vancouver's subjugation by an 
armada of realtors. To paraphrase Henry Ford slightly, of early Van­
couver it may be said that "history is bunkhouse." So the author in his 
wisdom prefers to call his work a biography, but a biography that "carries 
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no warranty of being objective. A man can no more be objective about 
the city that has been his home for most of his life than he could about a 
woman he has lived with for nearly fifty years. He cannot quote the statis­
tics of change — the 36-24-34 that has become 36-36-36 — without some 
intrusion of personal feeling." 

So as a biography — an impressionistic and at times a most subjective 
biography—this work must be judged. And as such it is very good — 
highly readable, often entertaining and at times humorous, well organized, 
and, as far as I can judge, basically accurate in those portions where 
factual accuracy can be attained. 

The task that Mr. Nicol set for himself is by no means a simple one. 
The materials at hand were bulky but of uneven value : a few books that 
touched on the fringes of Vancouver's history; some academic theses 
dealing with geography, or ethnic groups, or early political events; 
articles, pamphlets, and brochures; the occasional publications of Major 
Matthews, and the materials in the archives, carefully guarded by the 
Major over many years; general histories of British Columbia, including 
the rich compilation of Ho way and Scholefield, and the standard classic 
by Dr. Margaret Ormsby; newspaper files, B.C. directories, and a host of 
articles; and the excellent Vancouver: From Milltown to Metropolis by 
Alan Morley, first published in 1961 and updated in its second edition of 
1969. But of this last work little use was made, for, as Mr. Nicol himself 
told me, he wished to avoid dependence upon it in order that he might 
achieve a fresh and an independent interpretation of the life of his 
beloved. And this he has done, for in spite of some overlapping, Nicol is 
not Morley nor Morley, Nicol. The two works stand side by side — both 
good, yet each unlike the other. And both worthy of close attention. 

But this having been said, I do not intend to dwell on comparisons. 
The task in hand is to review the Nicol book. 

The organization of the book is basically chronological, though the 
paces through time are of uneven length. At certain moments the steps 
forward are vast and hurried, at others, short and lingering, especially 
in those bracketed periods when high drama surges to the surface — the 
discovery, the emergence of Gastown, the incorporation of the city, the 
great fire, the arrival of the first train, the anti-oriental riots, the notorious 
affair of the Komagata Maru, the Janet Smith murder case, the Great 
Depression, and Hurricane Frieda. 

The opening chapter is entitled "The Setting." It might well be called 
"Genesis, according to Nicol." Containing some notes of levity that might 
have offended the priestly author of the first chapter of the Holy Book, 
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it is a brilliantly shaped and polished little jewel that reflects the geo­
logical beginnings of the Vancouver area and describes its flora, fauna, 
and climate. 

The city clings to the coast, a crustacean that has found just enough 
foothold at the tide line a latitudinal minute before the continent plunges 
into the sea. The two parallel mountain chains extending from California 
to Alaska, abruptly, breathtakingly, commit to the deep the valley between 
them. . . 

Sixty million years ago, during the age of mammals, the granddaddy of 
the Fraser flowed through the lower mainland area and out to sea. From the 
super-delta of this river was hardened the sandstone of Stanley Park and 
Kitsilano Beach, in whose beds lie fossils of semi-tropical plant life — palms, 
sequoias, giant ferns. . . . 

The ultimate mix of the eons' geological blender was glacial drift and 
sand or sandy loam, and delta clay, fine-grained and containing an abun­
dance of organic matter. Exceptionally fertile, combining good water-
holding capacity with drainage, here lay a garden waiting for the gardener. 
Before he came it was already covered by some of the largest plants on 
earth — magnificent stands of Douglas fir, a forest whose individuals stood 
hundreds of feet tall, with skin thicker than most fully-grown trees. Eden 
grew disguised by its own prodigiousness. 

From these beginnings, the book moves rapidly into the atmosphere of 
recorded history — the arrival, in 1971, of the Spaniards in the Santa 
Saturnina, under Pilot Commander José Maria Narvâez, in the Point 
Grey area, and the coming, a year later, of Captain Vancouver and some 
of his crew in the small yawl and even smaller launch that they used for 
mapping the coast and exploring the deep but uncertain channels and 
inlets. This small band of gallant Englishmen were the first Europeans to 
pass through the First Narrows and to penetrate Burrard Inlet, so named 
"after Sir Harry Burrard of the navy." They were welcomed by Indians 
who "showered the visitors with handfulls of soft white feathers"; they 
rowed far up the channel; and, on their return on the following day, they 
were headed for the gulf when they encountered the Spanish ships of 
Galiano and Valdéz. It was a clear-cut moment in history, as well as 
being "a sudden congestion of traffic." It was also a prelude to the history 
of a city. 

It was a prelude because for the seventy years or so that followed 
Vancouver's parting look at English Bay "Burrard Inlet seems to have 
remained undisturbed by white men." But by the late eighteen-fifties and 
the early sixties the situation had changed with dramatic swiftness : the 
crown colony of British Columbia had been established with the village 
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of Queensborough (New Westminster) as its capital; the lure of gold 
drew thousands to the Fraser River; seams of coal were uncovered near 
the First Narrows (hence Coal Harbour) ; and the hewers and sawers of 
great timber were established at Moodyville on the north side of Burrard 
Inlet and on the south, where Captain Edward Stamp opened the saw­
mill (later known as the Hastings Mill) that was to become the nucleus 
of the city. Moreover, the Three Greenhorns (Morton, Brighouse, and 
Hailstone) had purchased that land which was later to become the West 
End (price $1.01 per acre), and John Deighton-—the famous Gassy 
Jack — had started to sell his potent beverages to all who were thirsty and 
had cash in hand. "Gastown, as it was to be known, was born of a saloon. 
Montreal and Ottawa had their genesis at the junction of great rivers, 
but Vancouver's was the confluence of beer and whisky." 

From this point on, Mr. Nicol moves with controlled skill through the 
next ten decades that witnessed the explosive growth of the new born 
child. Rightly he dwells, with affection, humour, sympathy, and ad­
miration, on the drama and tragedy that marked the years 1886 and 
1887. Within a few months the city was officially incorporated (and 
baptized) by an act of the Legislature (royal assent given 6 April 1886) ; 
the first civic elections held and the first mayor, Malcolm Alexander 
MacLean, elected (with scandalous abandon, "vote early and vote 
often") on 3 May; the city consumed by fire, 13 June of the same year^ 
only to arise again like the phoenix out of its own ashes in time to 
welcome, with banners and uncontrolled shouts of joy, the arrival of the 
first through-train from the east on 23 May, 1887. "The locomotive's 
number plate bore the talismanic words 'Arcadia3 and 'Eldorado', and 
this being the golden anniversary of Queen Victoria's reign and the next 
day (May 24) her birthday, the engine headlight bore her portrait." It 
was, in truth, a traumatic series of events, yet in the midst of this con­
fusion, the city fathers "in a moment of fantastic vision, had the foresight 
to preserve for all time a tidal island of natural forest as a park for the 
future generations of Vancouver — as their first official action." Stanley 
Park had been created. 

The pages covering these events are all written with a brilliant touch, 
but none more so than those composing the twelve page chapter, "The 
Fire." Every citizen living today should read it, if he wishes to have an 
awareness of his past. The settlement was small (in the election of 3 May, 
four hundred and ninety-nine votes had been "cast by an undisclosed 
number of voters"), and those who dwelt within the new city lived in 
slightly built wooden shacks and houses. Around their perimeter rose 
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towering forests, intermingled with massive piles of slash, some of which 
were being burned to clear areas needed for the expected expansion of the 
freshly born town. Then the wind shifted and rose to hurricane propor­
tions. All hell exploded and within minutes what had just been incor­
porated as a city ascended into the heavens as a pillar of fire. "The dawn 
of the morning after revealed the dull devastation. . . . Every structure, 
every living thing above ground and for a foot below it, had been effaced, 
except for the Hastings Mill buildings, the Regina Hotel on Abbott and 
Water streets. . . and the Bridge Hotel with its eight or ten smaller 
buildings on False Creek." Between six hundred and a thousand buildings 
had been destroyed. Yet out of this devastation grew the city that we 
know today. 

Drawn tightly to the drama of the beginnings, Mr. Nicol devotes 
somewhat over a hundred pages of text (or slightly less than half of the 
whole book) to bring his reader to the year 1880. Vancouver then was 
officially four years old. The next eight decades are covered by impres­
sionistic jumps. The movement forward is generally rapid, though 
moments of paused concentration are achieved when the author lingers 
on the few high points of comedy, melodrama, or tragedy that have 
marked the city's growth from childhood through adolescence to some 
degree of maturity. Mayors, aldermen, and sundry other politicians are 
generally given short shift, with the marked exceptions of the colourful 
Louis D. Taylor, eight times mayor, and the even more colourful Gerald 
Grattan ("Gerry") McGeer, a man of "natural eloquence and a genial 
bellicosity," who, having ousted Taylor, guided the city through the worst 
of the Depression years, went briefly to the Senate in Ottawa, only to 
return to Vancouver to be once again elected mayor in 1947. He died in 
office. 

Apart from politics, Mr. Nicol comments with considerable acidity on 
the lack of racial tolerance that has marked — and marred — the city's 
story. It began early and lasted late. "Vancouver lost no time in blotting 
her history notebook with racial bigotry." Anti-Chinese riots rocked the 
city in January, 1887; t r i e Asiatic Exclusion League, a "highly flammable 
organization," provoked disastrous riots against all Orientals in September 
1907; and at the beginning of 1942, thousands of Japanese, many 
Canadian born, were rounded up and sent to communal camps in the 
interior and to the east of the Rockies. "Reacting to the treachery in the 
Pacific and fear of treachery in the Gulf of Georgia, Vancouver citizens 
succumbed to the mob psychology that gives justice a very low priority." 

Sandwiched in between these general land attacks on Orientals was the 
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case of the Komagata Maru, a ship loaded with 376 East Indian pas­
sengers, who were not allowed to disembark because of discriminatory 
exclusion laws. For nine weeks the ship rested in mid-harbour, while 
lawyers and government officials wrangled over laws and rights. Finally, 
after being offered modest compensation, the passengers gave up the 
struggle, and out through the First Narrows sailed the decrepit vessel. 
"Cooler heads had prevailed, though few of them belonged to the 
citizens of Vancouver, who had called out the militia, including the Sixth 
Vancouver Regiment and the Irish Fusiliers, in order to deal with a 
ship-load of half-starved Asiatics." 

Finally, one other case involving a struggle between ethnic groups that 
Mr. Nicol discusses in extraordinary detail was the case of Janet Smith, 
"the Scottish Nightingale." A maid in a Shaughnessy home, she was 
found dead with a bullet hole in her head on 26 July, 1924 — a central 
year in the gay and reckless twenties. The body was found by Wong Foon 
Song, the cook. The mystery (for mystery it was and is) is treated with 
conciseness and caution by Morley, who covers the matter in a page and 
a half. Outside of Wong and poor Janet, he names no names and gives 
few details. But Nicol, with the enthusiasm of Dr. Watson reporting a 
baffling problem to Sherlock Holmes, narrates the events with great 
minuteness, though he applies no Sherlockian powers of deduction to 
provide a solution. Though the extent of his treatment may be dispro­
portionate to the overall length of his tale of the city, it makes for 
fascinating reading, especially for lovers of the macabre. When the first 
coroner's jury declared the death accidental, the Scottish societies rose in 
their wrath to demand more thorough investigations, and when Wong 
was kidnapped, brutally treated, released only to be charged with murder 
(a charge later dropped), the leaders of the Chinese community rose in 
their own particular brand of wrath in the defence of their fellow-
countryman. The subsequent complications, gossip, charges, counter­
charges, libel suits and trials rocked the town's staid citizens for months 
on end, and may, in the end, have purged them of some of their intoler­
ance and hate. "Racial prejudice they could not expect to die, but it was 
at least a slightly chastened Vancouver that patronized the little neighbor­
hood greengrocer whose shop could always be depended upon to be open, 
and that brought fruit and vegetables to the back door by the inde­
fatigable driver of the Model T Ford truck with the funny name (Lee 
Chew Fat, Wong Wing Bong) painted on the black van. Although it 
may never be known why Janet Smith died, she did not die entirely in 
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vain." All in all, it is a fine piece of narration, and the justification for its 
length is found, I am sure, in its final sentence. 

I have lingered long on these aspects of the book in the hope of 
showing that here is no cold historian interested only in facts, but rather 
a writer who, in the midst of facts, inserts passionate pleas for the 
equality and brotherhood of man, for tolerance and understanding, for 
foresight and vision. In his closing pages he looks at the immediate past 
(the sixties) and the immediate future. 

Little by little the grandeur and beauty were cut off, the view diminished 
by rising towers of concrete, by smog, by a pace of living that caused even 
the highest North Shore peaks, Sheba's Breasts indeed, to vanish in the 
fumes of frustration. . . . The successors to the men at City Hall whose first 
thought was to preserve the wilderness of Stanley Park had lost that genius 
for bold strokes, had become myopically fascinated by the graphs of tax 
revenues and rentable floor space. 
. . . The charts of the city's future were as enigmatic, as perilous, as the 
west coast inlets appeared to the rowers of the captain's [Vancouver's] bark. 
If the hand on the tiller remained that of the developer,, if the rudder 
responded only to Captain Silver Dollar, the city would founder. 
. . . On the navigational skill of those aboard Burrard Peninsula, on the 
understanding of what buoys the quality of life, would depend Vancouver's 
attaining safe harbor among the great cities of the world. 

A conclusion, it is, in which optimism mingles with despair; a con­
clusion to a book that is highly personal, and often subjective and biased. 
As such it should be read; as such it must be judged. 

Accepting these limitations, how then does the work as a whole 
emerge? The answer is not simple. For the work, like all works, does have 
some faults that must be mentioned. 

The research behind the writing has been careful and meticulous. The 
bibliography is good, but most of the quotations are not accompanied by 
footnotes, so back-checking cannot be done. This may be excused on the 
grounds that this book is designed for the general reader, and the general 
reader does not like pages cluttered by footnote numbers. So be it. But in 
one of the few footnotes that does appear there is a sad, sad error. It is to 
a quotation from a poem by Earle Birney, on page 201, and reads, 
" ' M a n is a Snow' from Street of Anian by Earle Birney"; but the title of 
the Birney book is The Strait of Anian, and the Strait in question was 
that legendary narrow sea that hopefully might carry the early explorers 
of the Pacific northwest coast back to the bosom of the Atlantic and 
thence to England. Also, among the multitude of factual statements, a 
few insignificant errors have possibly crept in. For example, on page 122, 
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where Mr. Nicol looks with jaundiced eye at the architectural achieve­
ments of Vancouver's second decade, he writes: "Also styled in constipated 
classic was the Public Library, built in 1902 at the corner of Main and 
Hastings, succeeding the one-room library in a building on Cordova Street 
which in 1887 had succeeded the reading room in the Hastings Mill 
boarding house." Here the facts are jumbled. It is true that the Library 
had its origins in a Hastings Mill building and did, for some time, have 
quarters on Cordova Street; but in 1893 it had moved to new premises in 
the YMCA building at 169 Hastings Street, where it remained until its 
move into the new Carnegie building late in 1903. Then there is a second 
error — but this may be a matter of opinion and debatable. At the 
opening of the chapter entitled "Placenta of Sawdust," the author says: 
"Jonathan Swift was said to have chosen the situation of British Colum­
bia for Brobdingnag, the land of the giants in Gulliver's Travels. He did 
not picture it as a place of retirement." But, my dear Mr. Nicol, you are 
wrong. Brobdingnag is a lush and fruitful land; its men are superbly 
muscled ; its women are full-bosomed ; and the king is intelligent, humane, 
far-sighted, tolerant. He is horrified and disgusted by the picture that 
Gulliver gives him of European culture. He and his country symbolize 
Utopian ideals. Brobdingnag is the one country visited by Gulliver to 
which one might desire to retire. It is, if you wish, Swift's prophetic 
vision of British Columbia — the paradisal land as seen through the eyes 
of countless Canadians, from the prairies, from Ontario, from Quebec, 
and from the Maritimes. 

But these are small points, and do not deny the integrity of the work 
as a whole. 

The titles of some chapters may baffle the reader uninitiated in the 
language of the obstetrician ("The Placenta of Sawdust," and "The 
Umbilicus of Steel" ), and the title of one particular chapter will certainly 
be meaningless to nearly all younger readers and to many oldsters not 
acquainted with the mysteries of the Morse Code. I refer to the one 
entitled "Dit, Dit, Dit, Dah" — three dots and a dash, or, if you wish, 
" . . . — " . B u t is it the "V" for victory, or "V" for the Vancouver of the 
war years, 1939-45, o r perhaps for both? 

The illustrations are well chosen, but in the printing they lack bril­
liance, sharpness, and texture. A few of the same pictures appear in the 
Morley and generally they are better. But I cannot fault the author for 
this weakness, and I can even feel kindly towards the publisher, for the 
typography and make-up are generally good, and the jacket is a delight. 

And finally, what of the style and the mood of the work as a whole? 
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I hesitate to give a firm answer because I am sure that the reactions of 
readers will vary widely. Many a pedantic academic I am certain will 
look disapprovingly down his thin nose with perhaps an occasional con­
descending smile, and he may well be joined by the ultra-serious reader 
who is looking for a consistently elevated study of a great and moving 
subject. But Eric Nicol, from the days when he wrote for a campus 
audience under the pseudonym of Jabez, has devoted much of his 
working life to humour. He loves the quick quip, the satiric jest, and the 
unexpected, witty thrust. And this work contains a host of passages 
illustrating this facet of the author's personality. A few selections will 
suffice. In discussing the great fire he writes: "Other cities — Rome, 
London, Chicago, San Francisco — have had their histories glamorized 
by a great fire, but none has been as precocious in the accomplishment 
as Vancouver. . . . If it is the first intimation of a city's greatness that it 
burns itself down, Vancouver lost no time in qualifying for fame." Or 
in describing the meeting between the Lord Mayor of London and the 
Mayor of Vancouver: "In a ceremony so dazzling that it was optically 
safe to observe it only through a piece of exposed film, the Lord Mayor 
presented Gerry with a replica of the London mace. McGeer exhibited 
more pleasure at the gift than was indicated by his later comment ( 'Now 
what in Sam Hill would I do with a mace?') — but doubtless recognized 
a mace as a shillelagh that had been to college." Or, again, in com­
menting on the newly erected B.C. Electric Building, " 'Grauer's Tower' 
. . . The building dominated the senior churches across the street. Hence­
forth, the power, if not the glory, was vouchsafed as 110/120 volts, and 
eternity was measurable in kilowatt hours." Or, on the take-over of the 
B.C. Electric by the Bennett government: "The May announcement 
struck the populace into the same awe with which earlier natives observed 
an eclipse of the sun. . . . The expropriation was followed by a year of 
litigation in which the company fought the arbitrary conditions of its 
execution with the mixed emotions of a man who sees his mother-in-law 
drive over a cliff in his new car." 

To your taste? Who am I to say? But I do know that even Gibbon, 
that most classical of historians, can provoke many a smile by his sharp 
witticisms and his ironic jabs and that Shakespeare himself could not 
resist the lure of the quick pun or quibble, a facet of his writing that 
stirred the critical wrath of Dr. Johnson, the Great Cham: "A quibble 
was to him the fatal Cleopatra for which he lost the world, and was 
content to lose it." And Nicol is Nicol, and Nicol, like murder, will out. 
But, as I have indicated, he is in good company. 
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For myself, I have richly enjoyed Vancouver. A skilfully written, and 
a richly informative, revealing biography, it is the love offering of a man 
who still adores his subject in spite of violent changes wrought by the 
quick passage of time. The proof of this shines through his farewell 
chapter, "Discovery the Second." "Vancouver is still a pretty girl who 
uses the wrong make-up . . . she hasn't learned how to walk. And like 
many of today's young matrons, she's getting overdeveloped towards the 
south. But crack the facade of cheap cosmetic, the rouge of neon lights, 
let the sea breeze wash her face, and Vancouver sits as fair as any maid 
in her bath." 

Thank you, Eric Nicol. To your darling you have paid genuine, and at 
times gracious tribute, and, in so doing, have contributed a worthy 
memorial to yet another provincial centennial year. 

University of S. E. READ 

British Columbia 

Canada and the Canadians, by George Woodcock. Toronto, Oxford 
University Press, 1970. pp. 344, Illus. $8.50. 

George Woodcock is one of the few truly mid-Atlantic writers resident 
in Canada. His latest book takes much of its strength from this. Looking 
at his country from the inside, but also with the knowledge and feelings 
of one who has lived abroad and travelled widely for many years, Wood­
cock brings special advantages to his idiosyncratic account of Canada. 
Although he was born in Canada he was educated in England and did 
not return to this country until he was thirty-seven. By then ( 1949) he 
had published biographical studies of William Godwin and the seven­
teenth century novelist and playwright Aphra Ben, as well as three collec­
tions of verse. Within four more years he had brought out four more books 
— o n such varied topics as Peter Kropotkin, Oscar Wilde, Pierre-Joseph 
Proudhon and travels in the Northwest. Although he joined the English 
department of UBC in 1956 one has the impression that, if not an airport 
professor, he must have been a sampan or outrigger professor, for his 
continued wanderings resulted in a series of distinguished travel books on 
Latin America, India and Japan. Yet all of this activity after 1956 left 
him time to take on the editorship of Canadian Literature, to win a 
Governor-General's award for The Crystal Spirit: A Study of George 
Orwell, to write a notable historical study of anarchism, a book on the 
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Doukhobors (with Ivan Avakumovie), major essays on Richler and 
MacLennan, and a collection of other literary essays. 

It is no surprise, then, to discover in Canada and the Canadians a book 
quite different from any of its predecessors in the various categories of 
books about Canada that we have become used to. It is not the cut-and-
dried foreign observation which so often combines the sympathetic with 
the supercilious, nor is it an academic skimming of all the neatly arranged 
topics that one must talk about. Least of all is it a sweeping history 
suitable for the general reader and the classroom alike. Rather it is a 
sophisticated travel book of the sort Woodcock has written about other 
countries but richer because of his matured and critical Canadianism. 
And like all good travel books this one reveals not only its author's 
comparative experiences but also his own philosophy and scale of values. 
As a result it will both fascinate and disturb many readers. 

The disturbance will proceed, I suspect, from the very muted notes of 
Woodcock's nationalism, from his intense interest in what has happened 
to the aborigines and to other ethnic minorities in the country (of which 
everyone belongs to one or another), from his pervasive mistrust of such 
things as authority, organization and the growth fetish, and from num­
berless personal predilections of which the most pronounced is a quite 
naked dislike of Toronto. His unresisted temptation to denigrate the 
Queen City is, indeed, the feature of his book which bears most resemb­
lance to books on Canada by foreigners (or the various reflections of 
Frank Underhill). It might mark Woodcock himself as essentially 
"foreign" were it not counterbalanced by an equally uninhibited boosting 
of Vancouver. No one who has become an ardent B.C. regional patriot 
can be really un-Canadian — I hope. 

While the various means adopted by Woodcock to elevate Vancouver 
in the Canadian urban hierarchy (there are not two, but three Canadian 
metropolitan centres) will be applauded on the lower Fraser and greeted 
indulgently in central Canada, this is the one point in his book at which 
he allows personal preference to pass into pique. This may be illustrated 
by his remark that 

Toronto is the most hated city in Canada. . . The Augustan smugness of 
Toronto's academics arouses resentment in lesser Canadian universities, 
which often have better scholars, and the smart theatrical, artistic and 
literary journalists maintain an exasperating air of condescension toward 
other centres which are not lacking in genuine cultural life. The feeling 
between Vancouver and Toronto in this field is particularly sharp. 

Apparently. 



Book Reviews 67 

Yes, while this hypersensitivity results in a certain imbalance (the 
index, for example, has 24 notations for Toronto and 31 for Vancouver) 
in one sense it also results in a healthy redressing of the more usual 
'balance5 in which the "rags and ends of Confederation" frequently 
receive attention so scant as to be negligible. Certainly it leaves full scope 
for Woodcock to emphasize persuasively the profound regionalism of 
the country to which he then counterpoints the complex racial pattern of 
minorities. And it is in the regional and racial patterns that Woodcock 
perceives the real sources of difference between Americans and Canadians. 
Thus he writes: 

Yet there are differences, and profound ones, between Canadians and 
Americans, and even between the kinds of life they live. To begin with, 
many Canadians have a clearly marked regional identity like nothing else in 
North America; no one would take a Quebecker or even a Newfoundlander 
for an American. His look, his speech, his manners distinguish him clearly. 
Then there are the multiple ties of a mixed ancestry. French Canadians 
harbour an attachment to France which in recent years has increased rather 
than diminished, and many British Columbians, Ontarians and Maritimers 
still preserve an attachment to Britain which one rarely finds among 
Americans, so that they sometimes choose to cultivate English accents and 
manners and to live for long periods in England, as many Canadian writers 
do (including, strangely enough, the Americanophile Richler). 

So much for the grand sociological model-making of a McRae or a 
Hartz which would force us into the American-style "fragment" cast off 
from Europe and congealed forever in a "liberal" mould. The freshness 
of Woodcock's non-theoretical observations is therapeutic. Especially is 
this so when he underlines another racial fact which goes too often un­
noticed: ". . . with the exception of Australia and New Zealand, Canada 
is still the most European country outside Europe; it even has a pro­
portionately smaller non-European population than the United Kingdom, 
and it is the consciences of Canadians rather than the peace of the 
country that are disturbed by the demands for equality or its more exotic 
minorities." 

While Woodcock stresses the overwhelmingly European character of 
the Canadian population, he also qualifies this observation, particularly 
in his excellent chapter on Culture and the Death of Colonialism. 
"Canadians," he writes, "having got rid of the idea that they are British 
or French in the European sense, are certainly not willing to consider 
themselves Americans. They recognize but resist outside influences that 
impinge upon them, and it is from this dialogue between influence and 
resistance that much of the vigour and variety and sophistication of 
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recent Canadian writing have emerged." It is in his depiction of the 
tensions in Canadian society that Woodcock most reveals his own 
Canadianism. Despite his anarchist's preference for loose-jointed pluralism 
he detects certain democratic weaknesses in federal-provincial and provin­
cial-municipal relationships — weaknesses that are not always to the 
advantage of the governed. Again, while he celebrates our cultural 
pluralism he deplores its extreme or non-libertarian expressions. Thus he 
finds no difficulty in presenting a view of séparatisme that could have 
come from the Prime Minister: "The separatists, like many other move­
ments of extreme nationalism, are characterized by democratic protest­
ations accompanied by an extremity of intolerance which gives their state­
ments and actions a distinctly totalitarian flavour. . . . It is this desire to 
impose on others the very conditions of which they complain that robs the 
separatists of the sympathy of those English Canadians who otherwise 
might be inclined to support them, and which makes the Acadians almost 
universally anti-separatist." In some of his historical passages Woodcock 
sets aside anarchist preferences almost to the Creightonian vanishing point 
— except when he characterizes the punishment of Louis Riel as "judicial 
murder." "Canadian steadfastness," writes Woodcock of the 1860's, "was 
justified by events, and, once again, it was the threat from the south that 
brought the colonies together." 

Yet the book remains highly personal throughout, a feature enhanced 
by the stimulating selection of non-professional photographs. Oddly, then, 
one's principal criticism (apart from the trivia of political attachments 
and too-hasty proof-reading) is that Woodcock should have resisted even 
more often than he did a tendency to lapse into fairly formal prose. For 
he is at his very best when writing off the cuff, as is demonstrated by a 
travel diary excerpt describing the clientele of the Yellowknife hotel: 

. . . In the Yellowknife's dining room all northern types come together: the 
Canadians, and the immigrants who have made the north their own; the 
coarse old sweats, rotted by alcohol, and the other older men whom Arctic 
life has given a look of almost Gideon spareness and intensity ; the young 
toughs with tight-arsed strut and chewed toothpicks, and the bearded young 
intellectuals of survey or photography teams, some very mod, with Dun­
dreary whiskers under broad Stetsons; the Indians from the reserve at Rae, 
drunken women, sober, self-possessed young men, occasional children like the 
girl I saw this afternoon, who, with demonstrative delight, ate apple pie 
with ice cream, followed by chips well soused in ketchup. The girls at the 
desk affect an outdated flashiness that goes with the myth of mining 
camps; they wear high-piled hair, vivid makeup, sequined gowns, high-
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heeled silver or red lacquer shoes; a suggestion of sin that in this age of the 
sexual revolution has lost its meaning. 

After 75,000 miles of travel Woodcock's diary must be a treasure-
house. His publisher should persuade him to prepare a not-too-heavily 
edited version of it. And to come to Toronto ! 

University of Toronto K E N N E T H MCNAUGHT 

Continental Waterboy: The Columbia River Controversy, by Donald 
Waterfield. Toronto, Clarke Irwin & Co. Ltd., 1970. pp. 250. Illus. 

$7-95-

Making comprehensive "water resource" development decisions which 
are in any sense "optimal" is notoriously difficult. The number of varied 
uses to which water and land may be put is considerable, often they are 
in conflict, and the public weighing of them changes over time. Some of 
the most significant values are intangible. A highly sophisticated analytical 
methodology has emerged during the last three decades to assist with the 
problem of choice here, but as Charles Schultze points out, paradoxically 
it is in just such fields as this one, where the efficiency partisan appears 
to have so much to offer, that the interplay of political forces limits most 
sharply its application. Construction costs for this type of development are 
hard to determine accurately, and frequently are so great as to make 
decisions, when taken, financially and politically (as well as ecologically), 
irreversible. Furthermore, quite unpredictable technological change suf­
fuses the entire exercise with an additional and disturbing degree of 
uncertainty. 

For these reasons, and others, the reworking of our past efforts in 
this field and the attempt to profit from perceived mistakes are highly 
desirable; hence one must welcome Mr. Waterfield's book. He writes 
gracefully and has a happy knack of putting the technically complex into 
basic English, and of interlacing the whole with a refreshing if, on 
occasions, cutting wit. He also is adept at evoking images of the beautiful 
Arrow Lakes country in which he lives, and argues well that we should be 
sensitive, nay hypersensitive, to the personal costs of social disruption, and 
extraordinarily loath to eliminate the beautiful in the natural environ­
ment. Few will disagree with his claim that if we have to consider such 
actions, we should take into account in our benefit-cost analyses all of the 
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costs or opportunities foregone in what we propose. Mr. Waterfield's 
writing has merit in another sense, for it is very much in the tradition of 
the Hopkins Morehouse classic Deep Furrows as it seeks to put on record 
the story of yet another protest movement in action at the Canadian 
grassroots level. His concern here is with the manner in which a group of 
Columbia Valley residents (of whom he was the leader) unsuccessfully 
sought to prevent the building of the High Arrow Dam under the terms 
of the Columbia River Treaty. And his account is replete with copies of 
letters, reports of meetings, extracts from and comments on evidence 
presented at public hearings, and sundry information concerning the 
recruitment of technical support to the protestors' cause. All this is 
valuable, for without an appreciation of perceptions held, as Harold 
Lasswell once fairly observed, we are not far along with our understanding 
of the political process. 

Unfortunately, in an environment wherein so much introductory 
analysis and ultimate decision making is not subject to continuous public 
scrutiny, our perceptions differ, both as to what is desirable (which is 
inevitable) and what is possible. "Facts" themselves additionally may 
become the subject of extensive debate, and it is here that Mr. Waterfield 
gets himself into trouble. For he not only chronicles his own and his 
associates' views of the Columbia River Treaty's conception, painful 
gestation, and final delivery, but throughout his book he seeks to provide 
a running critique of the Treaty itself. Without having had access to the 
record of the international negotiations (which, to be fair, have not been 
released), or to many of the studies of the Canadian governments con­
cerned, he advances interpretations of the Treaty and its emergence 
which are open to serious challenge. 

For instance, with the hero of his piece, General McNaughton, he 
really does seem to believe that under the Treaty we were robbed of part 
of a downstream power and flood control benefit rightfully ours, that 
under the Treaty we lost a significant right to regulate Columbia River 
flows, and that the Treaty Protocol signed in 1964 somehow is not 
binding on the United States. He asserts that we gave away the Koot-
enay's water, and appears to believe that obtaining a vested interest in it 
(and an ultimate right to divert it for consumptive use) may well have 
been the major American objective in the Treaty negotiatons. Thus he 
takes seriously the NAWAPA diversion scheme outlined by the Parsons 
Company of Los Angeles in 1964, and sees it as a direct concomitant of 
the Columbia Treaty bargain. Above all, he is puzzled by Mr. Pearson's 
decision not to renegotiate the entire arrangement in 1963, and asserts 
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that the new Liberal Government's action may have been the result of a 
threatened interruption of American imports of Canadian forest products. 

A careful, and, hopefully a dispassionate review of the Treaty and of 
many of the working files and documents on this question just does not 
bear out claims of the sort in the preceding paragraph. Mr. Waterfield 
misses the point completely, for example, when he refers to the Treaty's 
exclusion of a block of high grade secondary energy from the quantum of 
downstream power benefits (p. 55) ; he misses also the real significance 
of using a ten year longer period of stream flow in calculating the 
Canadian downstream power benefit (p. 146). For the record, General 
McNaughton did not initiate the downstream benefits claim (although 
he was a powerful advocate of i t ) , and the Government of British Colum­
bia never really accepted the General's Dorr diversion plan. The province 
made its concern over this latter proposal and its support for the High 
Arrow Dam known to the Government of Canada before the negotiations 
with the United States began in i960. Furthermore, it is not at all clear 
that the right of the upstream state to divert, as enshrined in Article II 
of the Boundary Waters Treaty, really was the Canadian trump card 
which the General so often held it to be in the long bargaining exchanges. 

General McNaughton's engineering and economic analyses were far 
from infallible — as Mr. Waterfield concedes at one point. Indeed, the 
General bears not a little responsibility, in his distortion of the role of 
the International Joint Commission, and in the pressure he exerted on 
the Government of Canada, for a good many rigidities in the process by 
which the ultimate international agreement was reached — and, what is 
worse, by which it might have been amended. The record does not justify 
the General's belief that the Americans, tough though they were, would 
not strike and keep a fair bargain. Implications of this sort detract from 
rather than add to Mr. Waterfield's argument, as they did to General 
McNaughton's. The Pearson administration, by the way, received a very 
comprehensive and candid briefing from its technical advisors when it 
came to office in 1963, and was made very well aware of the extent to 
which post-1960 developments (such as the decision to go ahead with the 
Peace River project and the Pacific Northwest-Southwest Intertie) had 
reversed some fundamental assumptions on the basis of which the Treaty 
had been negotiated in i960. In one of those tough decisions which 
cannot be avoided in public or in private life, it did carefully assess the 
benefits likely to stem from a complete renegotiation, and simply con­
cluded that, in power economics terms alone, the likelihood was too 
great that these gains would be more than offset by certain losses. 



72 BG STUDIES 

One must be fair to Mr. Waterfield. Although from his title to his 
concluding paragraphs 232 pages later he portrays the Columbia River 
Treaty as an exercise in improvidence from Canada's point of view, and 
this is the overwhelming impression which he leaves with the casual 
reader, he does concede toward the end of his manuscript (on pages 
191-193) that there are very valid technical answers to many of the 
criticisms which were directed against the Treaty after i960. On page 
149 he does agree that Canada was credited initially with a fair half 
share of the downstream benefit, and on page 198 he tells us that the 
Treaty's project selection did make engineering-economic sense in i960, 
if not, in his opinion, in 1964. My quarrel with him is that he hurries on 
from these observations without really considering their implications. He 
thus does not provide an objective assessment — although again, in fair­
ness, it must be conceded that he does not claim to. 

Is this to say that Mr. Waterfield adds nothing to what we can learn 
from reviewing this policy determination? Certainly not; he makes some 
good points. Not unreasonably, he draws attention to the large overrun 
in Arrow Dam construction costs which he and his associates predicted in 
1961. The need to be ultra careful and pessimistic about cost estimates 
can hardly be rubbed in too vigorously, limited though our foresight 
necessarily is. He makes legitimate capital out of some apparent waste 
in the cost of preparing the Arrow Dam reservoir. Not unreasonably (e.g. 
on page 149), he draws attention to a misleading generalization widely 
used in 1964, to support the Treaty Protocol. He is correct in his argu­
ment that the costs of hydro-electric projects properly should take into 
account income foregone from resources immobilized by them. (He does 
not reveal, however, that potential stumpage revenue from the areas 
flooded by the Treaty dams were capitalized and made part of project 
planning costs.) He is on firm ground when he draws attention to the 
Canadian idiosyncracy whereby we so often debate the goals of public 
policy after rather than before the act of decision. 

Actually Mr. Waterfield overlooks many of the most crucial lessons to 
be learned from this experience. Few Canadians are aware of the 
irrationality of so many of the claims advanced on behalf of, as well as 
against the Columbia River Treaty, as they compared the uncomparable, 
or left unclarified the assumptions on which they were based. One way or 
another, if public and legislative exchanges on issues of this sort are to 
have any validity at all, in similar situations in future we shall have to 
get more reliable data into public hands sooner. Additionally, when 
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issues are so complex as to defy reasonable public evaluation in any case, 
it is possible that we should be thinking of a technical ombudsman with 
the competence and acknowledged objectivity required to review the 
analyses underlying official and countervailing positions. 

In the water resource field there is a very strong case for keeping 
options open just as long as possble. If the Columbia River Treaty were 
needed at all (and there is room to doubt it, although this is debatable), 
a strong case can be made in retrospect for the proposition that a much 
more generalized agreement would have been advantageous. Again, 
while a very considerable justification can be advanced for the concept 
of sharing jurisdiction over policy fields, and for the impetus which the 
ensuing rivalry and bargaining may give to sharpening analysis, there 
is another side to this coin, as Dr. Corry reminded us a generation ago. 
The Federal Government was properly concerned with the Columbia as 
a trans-boundary river. But real questions can be raised about the extent 
to which, a decade ago and more, it seemed to move heavily beyond a 
facilitative data collection and analysis role, which it handled very well, 
to a more direct involvement with British Columbia's power development 
planning. There is a fundamental wisdom to the division of authority in 
federal states which we forget at our peril. 

Mr. Waterfield quite properly suggests that British Columbians who 
fail to take Mr. Bennett seriously do so at their peril. A crucial dimension 
to this story which Mr. Waterfield does not expand on is the fact that so 
few Canadians in or out of government really did pay heed to this 
province's premier when, between 1958 and i960, he so constantly 
reiterated that he wanted both the Peace and Columbia developed, and 
without the one would not have the other. Few stopped during these 
crucially formative years to consider whether or not the shibboleth con­
cerning power exports, on the basis of which his claims were so largely 
discounter, had real validity any longer. Few seem to have faced up to the 
technical implications of concurrent river development at this time. On 
the other hand, Mr. Bennett, his colleagues, staff advisors, consulting 
engineers and the public at large all had something to learn a decade 
ago about the development of and the interrelationships between hy­
draulic resources on major rivers. Perhaps the most important lesson of 
those to be derived from this experience is that, within the competent 
jurisdiction, early in the formation of complex policy, we should put more 
time on trying to clarify our objectives and assumptions, and on testing 
the logic by which conclusions are derived from them — difficult and 
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limited though this exercise may be. At the same time, it may be the 
counsel of perfection to suggest that our leaders ought to be absolutely 
candid with each other, but they ought to be. Perhaps even more 
important, they ought to be completely candid with themselves. 

University of Victoria N E I L SWAINSON 


