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Canadian Literature at 45

David Staines

The University of British Columbia should be very
proud of its major literary journal, Canadian Literature, and that pride
should be especially pronounced with this current issue on “Literature
and War,” a splendid collection of essays and reviews. This issue also
marks the final one that has been gathered together under the journal’s
third editor, Eva-Marie Kroller.

In the first issue of the journal back in the summer of 1959, the founding
editor, George Woodcock, enunciated clearly his purpose in creating this
distinctive journal:

Canadian Literature seeks to establish no clan, little or large. It will not adopt a
narrowly academic approach, nor will it try to restrict its pages to any school of
criticism or any class of writers. It is published by a university, but many of its
present and future contributors live and work outside academic circles, and long
may they continue to do so, for the independent men and women of letters are
the solid core of any mature literature. Good writing, writing that says something
fresh and valuable on literature in Canada is what we seek, no matter where it
originates. It can be in English or in French, and it need not necessarily be by
Canadians, since we intend to publish the reviews of writers from south of the
border or east of the Atlantic, who can observe what is being produced here from
an external and detached viewpoint.

And that is precisely what Woodcock accomplished. In that inaugural
issue there were articles on anglophone literature, there was an English arti-
cle on a Quebec writer, there was a French article on Quebec literature,
there was an assessment of three poets by Roy Fuller, and there was an essay
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on Canadian magazines by Dwight Macdonald. That tradition has contin-
ued from the first issue until the present issue #179.

In 1959 Canadian literature was just beginning to be treated with a mod-
icum of respect. The Massey Report had already appeared in 1951, leading
to the creation of the Canada Council in 1957. The New Canadian Library
published its initial four volumes in the same year. And then came Canadian
Literature, daring to focus on the literature of our country!

George Woodcock retired as editor on 1 July 1977, and W. H. New succeeded
him. In issue #74 of the autumn of 1977, New wrote in his opening editorial:

Eighteen years ago few Canadian works were in print (the New Canadian Library,
for example, had only just started), booksellers were inclined to hide what
Canadian books they stocked, and few readers could be relied upon to be familiar
with titles, names and plots. Writers had to be identified, plots to be explained.
Much of the critical process was devoted to gathering information and, under
various guises, listing it. Now, though this process has by no means been com-
pleted, the work that has been done has made us aware of the complexities of
the literature we are studying and suspicious of the generalizations that have
often been accepted as axioms.

New continued Woodcock’s catholic approach to the nature of the jour-
nal throughout his eighteen-year mandate as editor. In his final editorial, he
saluted the recently deceased Woodcock in words that could well be applied
to his own major work in literary studies: he “helped us turn the study of
Canadian culture from a marginal activity into an act of creative necessity,
an engagement with the values of the future and the past.”

When Eva-Marie Kréller assumed the editorship with issue #146, this
founding journal continued its mandate first enunciated by Woodcock and
superbly continued by New. A formidable scholar and a strong champion of
literary studies, Kroller wrote her first editorial on the growing tendency of
universities and specifically literary journals to adopt and succumb to the
pressures of the corporate vision. Rejecting this encroaching debasement of
the integrity of journals, she has steadfastly maintained the Woodcock and
New approach to Canadian Literature. For thirty-four issues and almost
nine years, she has produced a superb journal that is the envy of all other
similar though later journals in Canada. “Good writing, writing that says
something fresh and valuable on literature in Canada is what we seek, no
matter where it originates.”

After forty-five years of publication, Canadian Literature—under its
three editors, George Woodcock, W. H. New, and Eva-Marie Kroller—is
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Preface

still the finest journal published on Canadian literary studies. Indeed it
is an example for other journals to follow. Long may Canadian Literature
continue on its stellar path!

Eva-Marie Kroller has been associated with Canadian Literature since 1986, when she began
as an Assistant Editor. In 1990 she became an Associate Editor and then, in 1995, assumed
the position of Editor. Over the last eight years, Eva-Marie has guided Canadian Literature as
it has evolved into a peer-reviewed journal with an international editorial board.

Travailleuse acharnée, généreuse de son temps comme de ses idées, animée par une quéte
de justice et d’équité, Eva-Marie Kriller aura fortement marqué, par sa présence a la téte de
Péquipe éditoriale de Littérature canadienne, ’évolution de la revue ces huit derniéres
années. Son grand dévouement, son esprit d’équipe, sa rigueur et son efficacité au travail ne
seront nullement oubliés.

Through all of the challenges and difficulties of her position, she has remained an inde-
pendent-minded, generous, and thoroughly humane colleague and friend. Her achievement
at Canadian Literature has been personal and human as well as academic and institutional.
Who could ask for more?

We are dismayed that she will no longer be with the journal, but we wish her every success
as she returns to full-time teaching and research. A-M. R./S.E./L.H.

It is with pleasure that we welcome Laurie Ricou back to Canadian Literature. Laurie,

an Associate Editor from 1983 to 1996, will become the new Editor. He is the author of several
important critical studies, most recently The Arbutus/Madrone Files: Reading the Pacific
Northwest (2001); he has also been a mentor to emerging poets. These include Marilyn
Iwama, whose first volume of poetry, Skin Whispers Down, will be published by Thistledown
Press this fall; her poem “Potluck” appears in this issue. During Laurie Ricou’s time as
Associate Editor, Stephanie Bolster (1998 winner of the Governor General’s Award for
poetry) worked as CL’s editorial assistant; her poem “Split-Leafed Maple” is featured in this
issue. E-M.K.

Literature

1959
2004
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Stephanie Bolster

Split-Leafed Maple

This is the tree I did not want cut.

That shone on my adolescence, stooped
in reddish light. The tree that kept on
growing until, returning after half a year
away, I found the room dark. And yet

I loved it still, and told my father that, and that
was the mistake. This is the tree

whose roots were dangerous.

He’d have to cut it—now I'd made him
culpable. (No help the flowers

he’d plant there; no help the light.)

This is the tree he would cut, come fall.
Come my return to elsewhere. I was home
but away when it happened. I was

on Salt Spring. He woke to water,
running. This is the tree that startled
the plumbers: so big, so near the house.
They cut the problem roots; enough

for now. This is the tree that still stood
as our car backed out, as the plane rose
and the world wavered. This is the way
the world wavers, for what won’t

be there when I return and for

what else one day won’t.
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[Editoriall
The Study of War

Susan Fisher

In his memoir A Padre’s Pilgrimage, Colonel George

Fallis recounts the origins of his ambition to build a national memorial
chapel for Canada’s war dead. At a funeral in the Ypres Salient in 1915, one
of the soldiers present said, “Padre, after the war is over some chaplain
should build a memorial in Canada in memory of fellows like these who
have given their all.” When Fallis became the minister of a Vancouver con-
gregation in 1920, he determined to build a memorial chapel. Eight years
later, after an energetic fund-raising program that took him into the offices
of tycoons, premiers, and cabinet ministers across the country, Fallis
presided at the opening of Canadian Memorial Chapel (now Canadian
Memorial United Church). The crowning glory of Fallis’s memorial project
is the sequence of stained glass windows. Ten along the transept and nave
represent each of the nine provinces plus the Yukon. The chancel window,
designed to represent youth and sacrifice, was donated by the widow of the
Victoria candy manufacturer, C.W. Rogers, who during the war had sent
“thousands of pounds of his choice candy to the B.C. soldiers overseas.”
Above the north entry is the All Canada window, depicting the work of
“all men and women of Canada throughout the war.” Some time after the
building of the chapel, several smaller windows dedicated to the branches
of the service (including the nursing sisters) were added in the vestibule.

The architects had determined that each provincial window should have
a religious motif; below would appear the provincial coat of arms, flanked
by two historical scenes. The ten religious motifs, selected by Fallis, range
from the nativity and the Call of the Disciples (“symbolizing Enlistment”)
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to the Sermon on the Mount (“symbolizing Blessed are the Peacemakers”).
The final scene is the empty tomb of Christ (“symbolizing The Immortality
of those who made the Supreme Sacrifice”). The only overt reference to war
appears in the caption running across each provincial window—"“To the
Glory of God and In Memory of the Men of . . . Who Gave Their Lives in
the World War.”

Fallis’s memoir does not record who chose the historical scenes, but, like
the religious tableaux, they embody a series of messages about the war. The
window for Manitoba features a scene of Thomas Scott’s trial, and another
of La Vérendrye building Fort Rouge; the British Columbia window depicts
Vancouver’s ship in Nootka Sound and Simon Fraser overlooking the river
that bears his name; the Quebec window has Maisonneuve landing on the
island of Montreal in 1642, and Frontenac making a treaty with the
Aboriginal people. What unites these various scenes is a common emphasis
on discovery and conquest. Canada was a new-made land, born out of trial
and struggle; World War I, though it had exacted losses far worse than any
previous conflict, would not destroy the nation. Like the events depicted in
the All Canada window—the driving of the last spike, the fall of Wolfe on
the Plains of Abraham, and the return of the Loyalists—the First World War
would be remembered as a formative event in Canadian history, one that
had tempered the raw youth of the nation into a formidable adulthood.

The memorial chapel, with its windows and its replicas of the Books of
Remembrance from the Peace Tower, has endured as a beautiful if some-
times unrecognized monument both to the war dead and to the attitudes of
their contemporaries. A less enduring record of those attitudes is to be
found in the war literature chosen for school readers of the time. The 1927
Ryerson Book of Verse and Prose (Book One), edited by Lorne Pierce and
Arthur Yates, places John McCrae’s “In Flanders Fields” in a section entitled
“Master-Builders,” alongside biographical sketches of Marie Hébert and
Alexander Mackenzie. Like Hébert and Mackenzie, the Canadians buried in
Flanders were to be remembered as builders of our nation. Book Three, in
its section “War and Peace,” presents (in the company of works by Byron,
Scott, and Carlyle) Sir Arthur Currie’s “Backs to the Wall,” an excerpt from
his Special Order to the Canadian Corps on March 27, 1918:

Under the orders of your devoted officers in the coming battle you will advance, or fall
where you stand facing the enemy. To those who will fall | say, “You will not die but
step into immortality. Your mothers will not lament your fate, but will be proud to have
borne such sons. Your names will be revered forever and ever by your grateful coun-
try, and God will take you unto Himself.”
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Heffernan

This, presumably, was what Currie’s soldiers needed and wanted to hear on
the eve of battle; after the war, its value as a specimen of martial rhetoric lay
in the nobility it conferred on the fallen. But reading it now, in 2003, one
cannot help but detect in Currie’s promise of eternal reward a disquieting
similarity to the words that inspire suicide bombers. Also in this anthology
is “Our Glorious Dead,” delivered by Arthur Meighen at the unveiling of the
Cross of Sacrifice at Vimy Ridge on July 3, 1921. Because it emphasizes loss,
not martyrdom, Meighen’s speech has worn better than Currie’s:

We live among the ruins and echoes of Armageddon. Its shadow is receding back-
ward into history.

At this time the proper occupation of the living is, first, to honour our heroic dead;
next, to repair the havoc, human and material, that surrounds us; and, lastly, to learn
aright and apply with courage the lessons of the war.

In his preface to A Book of Modern Prose, published in 1938, editor W.L.
Macdonald asserted that “war means more to this generation than it has
ever meant to any previous age.” Evidently even twenty years on, the Great
War was regarded as a very present shadow over the lives of the young.
Among the texts selected by Macdonald to reflect this concern are
Meighen’s speech at Vimy; a New York Times article on the 1920 unveiling in
London of the memorial to the unknown soldier; a description by Winston
Churchill of Armistice Day in 1918; and “Birds on the Western Front” by
H.H. Munro (Saki), a droll piece that coolly describes the birdlife to be
observed midst the carnage.

By the late 1940s and early 1950s, the attention of anthologizers had
shifted almost completely to the second war. Harold Dew’s 1946 Poems Past
and Present includes none of the Great War poets. In their stead are E.J.
Pratt, with an excerpt from Dunkirk, and the American poet Robert
Nathan, with a poem on Dunkirk and an elegy for a soldier who died on
Luzon. The 1947 reader Proud Procession, authorized for Alberta, British
Columbia, and Ontario, includes an essay on Dunkirk from the New York
Times, and “The Little Boats of Britain: A Ballad of Dunkirk” by Sara
Carsley, an Irishwoman who had emigrated to Alberta. There is also an
uncaptioned drawing of the monument at Vimy Ridge—so familiar an
image that even schoolchildren would recognize it? “In Flanders Fields”
makes its inevitable appearance, alongside a biographical sketch of McCrae
by Helen Palk.

An anthology from the 1960s, Man’s Values, shows a shift away from
Canada’s wars and the old imperial connection. The section entitled “Man
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and War” contains fifty-one selections, ranging from a description from the
Mahabharata of the warrior Arjuna to Wilfred Owen’s “Dulce et Decorum
Est” and Rupert Brooke’s “The Soldier.” Canadians are represented by two
works: a poem by E R. Scott entitled “Conflict,” and Mordecai Richler’s
“Benny, the war in Europe, and Myerson’s daughter Bella.”

In contemporary high school readers, war writing no longer occupies
much space. Heroism still matters, but it is illustrated by stories of individu-
als triumphing over adversity, not soldiers sacrificing themselves for the
nation. Crossroads 10, published by Gage in 2000, includes the short story
“War” by Timothy Findley, but this piece, despite its title, hardly deals with
war at all. Set in the 1940s, it describes the confusion of a young boy who
learns that his father has joined the army. The boy runs away and hides, and
when he is discovered, he throws stones at his father, injuring the beloved
parent whom he is afraid of losing. Even though it might be possible to read
this story as an allegory of the origins of violence, the accompanying study
questions ignore the topic of war.

Echoes: Fiction, Media, and Non-Fiction (12), published by Oxford in 2002,
does acknowledge war writing, but there are no Canadian selections. For
the First War, there is Ezra Pound’s “These Fought in Any Case,” denounc-
ing the “old men’s lies” that sent soldiers to their death. For the Second War,

>«

there are Ernie Pyle’s “On the Road to Berlin” and a translation from
Hungarian of Agnes Gergely’s “Crazed Man in Concentration Camp.” More
recent conflicts are introduced through “A Story of War and Change,” writ-
ten by a young Iranian who was a medic during the First Gulf War, and
“The Dead of September 11, a eulogy by Toni Morrison that first appeared
in Vanity Fair. Canadian involvement in war is recognized only through two
“visuals™: Dressing Station in the Field by the Belgian painter Alfred Bastien,
which was commissioned by Lord Beaverbrook’s Canadian War Memorials
Fund, and a group of Canadian propaganda posters from World War II,
including one captioned “Get Your Teeth in the Job.” It features a beaver
gnawing into a tree, in the upper branches of which perches a nervous-
looking Hitler.

Imprints, published by Gage in 2002, similarly neglects Canada’s involve-
ment in war. It includes two stories about the Vietnam War: Bao Ninh’s “A
Marker on the Side of the Boat” and Tim O’Brien’s “On the Rainy River.”
Like Echoes, it refers to the terrorist attacks: “Artists Respond to September
11, 2001” presents a range of images that students are asked to comment on
and evaluate.
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Heffernan

Clearly, Canadian students are no longer expected to learn about the
nation’s wars (or at least not through the medium of literature). To the stu-
dents of today, the trenches of the Western Front have become as remote as
the windy plains of Troy. Ernest Renan, in his famous address “Qu’est-ce
qu'une nation?” asserted that “in terms of national memories, sorrow is
worth more than triumph, for it imposes duties, it demands some common
effort.” But is it reasonable to expect Canadian students of today to feel
some kinship with the boys from Unity, Saskatchewan or Foremost, Alberta
who fell in the First World War? I recently asked a class if anyone had a rela-
tive who had fought on the Western Front. Of the few who could answer the
question, one replied that her great-grandfather had fought as a German
soldier, and another said that his had been a sepoy in the Indian Army.

War is, as one scholar putit, a “dismal study.” Why inflict it on our stu-
dents, especially when much Canadian war literature, it must be admitted,
never rises above sentimental versifying or bellicose rhetoric? One good
reason is that this material is an invaluable repository of attitudes towards
nation and empire, gender and race, individual and state. I would like to
think that another good reason for teaching Canadian war literature is that
our students might thereby become better Canadians—more committed to
maintaining civil order, more ready to contribute to the common good,
more determined to preserve our national patrimony—but it would be
naive to believe, as I think early anthologizers did, that the literature of war
could instill such values. Perhaps we should teach Canadian war literature
because it reminds us to cherish peace and a quiet life, and to forget neither
the men and women who died nor the human folly that caused their
deaths. The Canadians of Colonel Fallis’s generation believed unshakeably
in the importance of this duty to the fallen. They believed too that remem-
brance would ensure a lasting peace. We can no longer share this optimistic
conviction, but we can at least remember the fallen and how and why they
died, if only for the reason that, as a nation, we promised that we would.

My thanks to the Reverend Bruce Sanguin and Melinda Munro of Canadian
Memorial United Church for their kindness in showing me the church and
explaining its history.
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Her Excellency Adrienne Clarkson,

Governor General of Canada / Governeure

Générale du Canada

Eulogy for
Canada’s Unknown Soldier

Wars are as old as history. Over two thousand years ago,
Herodotus wrote, “In peace, sons bury their fathers; in war, fathers bury their
sons.” Today, we are gathered together as one, to bury someone’s son. The
only certainty about him is that he was young. If death is a debt we all must
pay, he paid before he owed it.

We do not know whose son he was. We do not know his name. We do not
know if he was a MacPherson or a Chartrand. He could have been a
Kaminski or a Swiftarrow. We do not know if he was a father himself. We do
not know if his mother or wife received that telegram with the words
“Missing In Action” typed with electrifying clarity on the anonymous piece
of paper. We do not know whether he had begun truly to live his life as a
truck driver or a scientist, a miner or a teacher, a farmer or a student. We do
not know where he came from.

Was it the Prairies whose rolling sinuous curves recall a certain kind of
eternity?

Was he someone who loved our lakes and knew them from a canoe?
Was he someone who saw the whales at the mouth of the Saguenay?

Was he someone who hiked in the Rockies or went sailing in the Atlantic
or in the Gulf Islands?

Did he have brown eyes?

Did he know what it was to love someone and be loved back?
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Was he a father who had not seen his child?

Did he love hockey? Did he play defence?

Did he play football? Could he kick a field goal?

Did he like to fix cars? Did he dream of owning a Buick?
Did he read poetry?

Did he get into fights?

Did he have freckles?

Did he think nobody understood him?

Did he just want to go out and have a good time with the boys?

We will never know the answers to these questions. We will never know
him. But we come today to do him honour as someone who could have
been all these things and now is no more. We who are left have all kinds of
questions that only he could answer. And we, by this act today, are admit-
ting with terrible finality that we will never know those answers.

We cannot know him. And no honour we do him can give him the future
that was destroyed when he was killed. Whatever life he could have led,
whatever choices he could have made are all shuttered. They are over. We
are honouring that unacceptable thing—a life stopped by doing one’s duty.
The end of a future, the death of dreams.

Yet we give thanks for those who were willing to sacrifice themselves and
who gave their youth and their future so that we could live in peace. With
their lives they ransomed our future.

We have a wealth of witnesses in Canada to describe to us the unspeak-
able horror and frightening maelstrom that war brings. What that first
world war was like has been described in our poetry, novels and paintings.
Some of our greatest artists came out of that conflict, able to create beauty
out of the hell that they had seen. The renowned member of the Group of
Seven, E.H. Varley, was one of those artists. Writing in April 1918 he said,

You in Canada . . . cannot realize at all what war is like. You must see it and live it. You
must see the barren deserts war has made of once fertile country . . . see the turned-up
graves, see the dead on the field, freakishly mutilated—headless, legless, stomachless,
a perfect body and a passive face and a broken empty skull—see your own country-
men, unidentified, thrown into a cart, their coats over them, boys digging a grave in a
land of yellow siimy mud and green pools of water under a weeping sky. You must
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have heard the screeching shells and have the shrapnel fall around you, whistling by
you—seen the results of it, seen scores of horses, bits of horses lying around in the
open—in the street and soldiers marching by these scenes as if they never knew of
their presence. Until you've lived this . . . you cannot know.

It is a frightening thing for human beings to think that we could die and
that no one would know to mark our grave, to say where we had come
from, to say when we had been born and when exactly we died. In honour-
ing this unknown soldier today, through this funeral and this burial, we are
embracing the fact of the anonymity and saying that because we do not
know him and we do not know what he could have become, he has become
more than one body, more than one grave. He is an ideal. He is a symbol of
all sacrifice. He is every soldier in all our wars.

Our veterans, who are here with us today, know what it is to have been in
battle and to have seen their friends cut down in their youth. That is why
remembrance is so necessary and yet so difficult. It is necessary because we
must not forget and it is difficult because the pain is never forgotten.

And the sense of loss, what this soldier’s family must have felt is captured
in a poem by Jacques Brault, the Quebec poet who lost his brother in Sicily
in the Second World War, and wrote Suite Fraternelle:

| remember you my brother Gilles lying forgotten in the earth of Sicily . ..

| know now that you are dead, a cold, hard lump in your throat fear lying heavy in your
belly | still hear your twenty years swaying in the blasted July weeds . . .

There is only one name on my lips, and it is yours Gilles

You did not die in vain Gilles and you carry on through our changing seasons

And we, we carry on as well, like the laughter of waves that sweep across each tearful
cove. ..

Your death gives off light Gilles and illuminates a brother’'s memories . . .

The grass grows on your tomb Gilles and the sand creeps up

And the nearby sea feels the puil of your death

You live on in us as you never could in yourself

You are where we will be you open the road for us.

When a word like Sicily is heard, it reverberates with all the far countries
where our youth died. When we hear Normandy, Vimy, Hong Kong, we
know that what happened so far away, paradoxically, made our country and
the future of our society. These young people and soldiers bought our
future for us. And for that, we are eternally grateful.

Whatever dreams we have, they were shared in some measure by this man
who is only unknown by name but who is known in the hearts of all
Canadians by all the virtues that we respect—selflessness, honour, courage
and commitment.
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We are now able to understand what was written in 1916 by the grandson
of Louis Joseph Papineau, Major Talbot Papineau, who was killed two years
later: “Is their sacrifice to go for nothing or will it not cement a foundation
for a true Canadian nation, a Canadian nation independent in thought,
independent in action, independent even in its political organization—but
in spirit united for high international and humane purposes . .. ?”

The wars fought by Canadians in the twentieth century were not fought
for the purpose of uniting Canada, but the country that emerged was forged
in the smithy of sacrifice. We will not forget that.

This unknown soldier was not able to live out his allotted span of life to con-
tribute to his country. But in giving himself totally through duty, commitment,

love and honour, he has become part of us forever. As we are part of him.

Eloge funébre au soldat canadien inconnu

L. guerre est aussi vieille que I'histoire. Il y a plus de deux mille ans,
Hérodote écrivait : “en temps de paix, les fils enterrent leur pére; en temps
de guerre, les péres enterrent leurs fils.”

Aujourd’hui, tous ensemble réunis, nous ne faisons qu'un, afin d’en-
sevelir le fils de quelqu’un. La seule certitude que nous ayons a son sujet,
C’est qu’il était jeune. Si la mort est une dette que nous devons tous payer, ce
fils I'a payée avant méme de encourir.

Nous ignorons de qui il était le fils. Nous ignorons son nom. Nous ne
savons pas si ¢’était un MacPherson ou un Chartrand. 1l aurait pu s’appeler
Kaminski ou Swiftarrow. Nous ne savons pas s’il était pére lui-méme. Nous
ne savons pas si sa mere ou son épouse recut le télégramme portant ces mots
marqués sur un bout de papier anonyme mais avec une clarté électrisante :
“Disparu au combat.” Nous ne savons pas s’il avait vraiment commencé a
vivre sa propre vie, comme chauffeur de camion, scientifique, mineur,
enseignant, fermier ou étudiant. Nous ne savons pas d’ol1 il était.

Etait-il des Prairies dont les courbes vallonnées et sinueuses nous rappel-
lent une certaine forme d’éternité?
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Etait-il quelqu’un qui aimait nos lacs et qui les sillonnait de son canot?

Etait-il quelqu’un qui contemplait les baleines 2 I’embouchure du
Saguenay?

Etait-il quelqu’un 2 faire des randonnées dans les Rocheuses ou de la
voile sur I’Atlantique ou dans les iles de la région du Golfe?

Avait-il des yeux bruns?

A

Savait-il ce que c’est que d’aimer et d’étre aimé en retour?
Etait-ce un pére qui n’avait pas encore vu son enfant?

Aimait-il le hockey? Etait-il défenseur?

Jouait-il au football? Pouvait-il marquer des points?

Aimait-il réparer des voitures? Révait-il de posséder une Buick?
Lisait-il de la poésie?

Etait-il bagarreur?

Avait-il des taches de rousseur?

Croyait-il que personne ne le comprenait?

Désirait-il simplement sortir et s’amuser avec les copains?

Nous ne le saurons jamais. Nous ne le connaitrons jamais.

Mais nous venons aujourd’hui lui rendre honneur comme a quelqu’un
qui aurait pu étre tout cela et qui maintenant n’est plus. Nous qui sommes
restés, nous nous demandons toutes sortes de questions auxquelles lui seul
pourrait répondre. Et par le geste que nous posons aujourd’hui, nous
admettons de fagon terriblement irrévocable que nous ne connaitrons
jamais ces réponses.

Nous ne pouvons pas le connaitre. Et quelque hommage que nous lui rendi-
ons ne pourra jamais lui rendre le futur qui lui fut enlevé quand il fut tué.
Toute vie qu'il aurait pu mener, tout choix qu’il aurait pu faire, tout fut pour
rien. 11 est mort. Nous honorons une chose si difficile 4 accepter—que quelqu'un
meure en faisant son devoir. La fin de tout un futur, la mort de ses réves.

Nous sommes pourtant redevables a ceux qui étaient disposés a se sacrifier
et qui ont donné leur jeunesse et leur futur pour que nous puissions vivre
en paix. Leur vie fut la rangon qu’ils payérent pour que nous, nous vivions.
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Nous avons un grand nombre de témoins au Canada pour nous décrire
I'innommable horreur et I'effroyable tourmente que la guerre apporte. Ce
que fut la Premiere Guerre mondiale a été décrit dans notre poésie, nos
romans, et nos tableaux. Certains de nos plus grands artistes sortirent de ce
conflit capables de créer de la beauté a partir de I'enfer qu’ils avaient vu.
E.H. Varley, membre éminent du Groupe des Sept, était I'un de ces artistes.
Ecrivant en 1918, il dit :

Vous au Canada . . . ne pouvez aucunement réaliser ce qu’est la guerre. |l faut la

voir et la vivre. Vous devez voir les déserts stériles qu’elle a faits d’'un pays

auparavant fertile . . . voir les tombes renversées, voir les morts dans les champs,
mutilés de fagon grotesque—sans téte, sans jambe, sans estomac, un corps
parfait et un visage passif et un crane brisé, vide—voir vos propres compatriotes,
non identifiés, lancés dans une charrette, a peine recouverts de leurs manteaux,
des gargons creusant une tombe dans un terrain de boue jaunatre et visqueuse
et de flaques d’eau verdatre sous un ciel en larmes. Vous devez avoir entendu

les obus stridents et voir tomber leurs éclats autour de vous, sifflant pres de

vous—vous devez en avoir vu les résultats, avoir vu des dizaines et des dizaines

de chevaux, déchiquetés, gisant 8 découvert—dans la rue, et des soldats qui
marchent a travers ces scénes ne voyant plus rien de tout cela. Jusqu’a ce que
vous ayez vécu cela . .. vous ne pouvez savoir.

C’est une chose terrifiante pour nous, étres humains, de penser que nous
pouvons mourir sans que personne ne le sache et ne puisse inscrire sur une
pierre tombale d’ot1 nous venions, quand nous sommes nés et quand pré-
cisément nous sommes morts. En rendant hommage aujourd’hui a ce soldat
inconnu, par cette cérémonie funéraire et cet enterrement, nous acceptons
de vivre avec le fait méme de ’anonymat et disons que parce que nous ne le
connaissons pas et ne savons pas ce qu’il aurait pu devenir, il est devenu
plus qu'une dépouille, plus qu'une seule tombe. Il s’est transformé en idéal,
en symbole de tout sacrifice. Il est tous les soldats de toutes nos guerres.

Nos vétérans, qui sont avec nous aujourd’hui, savent ce que c’est que
d’avoir été au combat et d’avoir vu leurs amis fauchés dans leur jeunesse.
Voila pourquoi le souvenir est si nécessaire et cependant si pénible. Il est
nécessaire parce que nous ne devons pas oublier, et il est pénible parce que
I'on n’oublie jamais la douleur.

Et le sentiment de la perte, ce que la famille de ce soldat a di ressentir, est
exprimé par Jacques Brault, le poéte québécois qui perdit son frére en Sicile
au cours de la Deuxieme Guerre et qui écrivit le poeme Suite fraternelle :

Je me souviens de toi Gilles mon fréere oublié dans la terre de Sicile . ..
Maintenant je sais que tu es mort avec une petite béte froide dans la gorge
avec une sale peur aux tripes j'entends toujours tes vingt ans qui plient dans les
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herbes crissantes de juillet. . .
Je n'ai qu'un nom a la bouche et ¢’est ton nom Gilles
Tu n’es pas mort en vain Gilles et tu persistes en nos saisons remueuses
Et nous aussi nous persistons comme le rire des vagues au fond de chaque
anse pleureuse. ..
Il fait lumiére dans ta mort Gilles il fait lumiére dans ma fraternelle souvenance. . .
L'herbe pousse sur ta tombe Gilles et le sable remue
Et la mer n’est pas loin qui répond au ressac de ta mort
Tu vis en nous et plus sGrement qu’en toi seul
La ou tu es nous serons tu nous ouvres le chemin.

Quand on entend un nem comme Sicile, C’est un écho de tous les pays
lointains oi1 sont morts nos jeunes gens. Quand on parle de la Normandie,
de Vimy, de Hong Kong, nous savons que notre engagement fatal en terres
étrangeres, paradoxalement, a fait notre pays et I'avenir de notre société.
Ces jeunes gens et soldats ont racheté ’avenir pour nous. Et pour ¢a, ils se
sont mérité notre gratitude éternelle.

Quels que soient les réves que nous ayons, ils étaient partagés dans une
certaine mesure par cet homme dont nous ignorons seulement le nom mais
que tous les Canadiens reconnaissent, dans leur coeur, par toutes les vertus
que nous respectons—Ile dévouement, ’honneur, le courage et 'engagement.

Nous pouvons maintenant comprendre ce qui a été écrit en 1916 par le
major Talbot Papineau, petit-fils de Louis-Joseph Papineau, qui fut tué deux
ans plus tard : “Leur sacrifice sera-t-il en vain ou ne cimentera-t-il pas les
fondations d’une vraie nation canadienne, une nation canadienne indé-
pendante de pensée, indépendante d’action, indépendante méme dans son
organisation politique—mais unie en esprit, partageant les mémes buts
humanitaires et de hautes visées internationales.”

Au vingtieme siécle, ce n’est pas dans un but d’unité nationale que les
Canadiens ont combattu dans des guerres, cependant le pays qui en est
ressorti avait été fagonné dans la forge du sacrifice. Nous ne I'oublierons pas.

Ce soldat inconnu n’a pas été capable de vivre les longues années qui
auraient dil étre siennes pour continuer a contribuer a son pays. Mais en se
donnant entiérement & son devoir, a son engagement, a son amour et a son
honneur, il est devenu une partie de nous pour toujours. Et nous, nous
sommes aussi une partie de lui.

This address was delivered by Her Excellency on May 28, 2000 at the National
War Memorial in Ottawa.

Ce discours a été présenté par Son Excellence le 28 mai 2000 au Monument
commémoratif de guerre du Canada.
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The Soldier as Novelist

Literature, History, and the Great War

WVe have become accustomed to disagreements over
the nature of collective memory, and in few places have these disputes been
so bitter as in the record of past wars. In January 1995, the Smithsonian
Institution in Washington reconsidered elaborate plans for an exhibit dis-
cussing the necessity and morality of the atomic bombings of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki after veterans’ groups protested that it did a disservice to the
memory of the war. This incident probably seemed tame to Canadians, who
witnessed a prolonged and frequently acrimonious battle involving veter-
ans, historians, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, and documentary
filmmakers Terence and Brian McKenna over the interpretation of certain
events of the Second World War depicted in the McKennas’ 1992 television
production The Valour and the Horror.

This was not the first time, however, that Canadian veterans have led a
spirited and very public campaign to protect their past. In the 1920s and
1930s, veterans of the Great War went to considerable lengths to ensure that
their war retained a prominent and proper place in the nation’s collective
memory. In particular, they were determined to protect the image of their
comrades, living and dead, from threats posed by a genre of literature
which began to appear in the late 1920s. The veterans’ case, however, was
complicated by the fact that the authors of this competing memory were
also ex-soldiers. In this sense, the struggle differed from modern examples
in one very important respect: in the interwar years, the bitterest battles
were not between veterans and non-veterans (or people with no personal
knowledge of the events under dispute), but between ex-soldiers, all of
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whom had first-hand experience of life at the front. The ensuing struggle
between two contradictory strands of memory saw one group of veterans
stake out their role, not simply as defenders of their comrades’ image, but as
the sole proprietors of historical truth.

Such struggles characterize the construction of a community’s perception
of its past; most often, a variety of interest groups, usually differentiated by
class, gender, ethnicity, or political orientation, champion different versions
of the past as a way to advance specific goals in the present and future. The
Canadian veterans who took up their pens to defend the image of their
comrades, however, were a very heterogeneous group. They were not linked
by any economic or social factors, so it is impossible to describe them as
members of a particular class. Nor were they a highly politicized body, like
other groups (such as the Stahlhelm in Germany) which sought to fashion a
certain image of the Great War soldier for political reasons. On the contrary,
those veterans who became the staunchest defenders of the average soldier
had little in common beyond their service at the front. It was a common
past, rather than anything in the present, which motivated them.

This is not to say that all veterans remembered the war in exactly the
same way. The private in the ranks did not experience the same war as his
divisional commander, so the two could not possibly construct the same
memory. Nevertheless, both versions were built on the same assumption:
that the war possessed certain positive features which offered some com-
pensation for its horrors. The most important of these was the comradeship
of soldiers. The notion of comradeship was central to the veterans’ memory
of the war, and the deep and enduring bond between ex-soldiers was the
dominant element of veteran culture in the 1920s and 1930s (Mosse 79;
Vance 126-34). As one prominent veteran leader said, soldiers were forever
bound “by ties that cannot be broken but are written in blood, ties that we
formed in days of trial that cannot be broken now by anything else, ties that
are sacred to those who have gone and to those who still live” ( Proceedings of
the 4 Convention 102). Respect for these ties dominated the activities of vet-
erans, who celebrated comradeship as an “equalizing treasure,” to use Will
Bird’s phrase, that compensated for the horrors they had endured at the
front (343). Comradeship was not only shared by the living, however. The
communion between the survivor of the war and the fallen soldier endured,
the bonds between them only strengthened by death. The survivors were
determined to ensure that the fallen were not forgotten, and gradually
adopted the role of custodians of the memory of their dead comrades (Leed
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212). Because the fallen could not speak for themselves, the survivors had to
speak for them, to ensure that their memory was not impugned or their
reputation tarnished.

They were drawn to battle in 1928, by a burst of publishing activity that
has since become known as the war book boom. Over the next few years,
there appeared the works which have become classics of Great War litera-
ture: in 1928, Edmund Blunden’s Undertones of War, Arnold Zweig’s The
Case of Sergeant Grischa, R.C. Sherriff’s Journey’s End; in 1929, Erich Maria
Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front, Richard Aldington’s Death of a
Hero, Robert Graves’s Good-bye to All That; and in 1930, Siegfried Sassoon’s
Memoirs of an Infantry Officer, Henry Tomlinson’s All Qur Yesterdays, and
Henry Williamson’s A Patriot’s Progress, to name but a few.

The boom encompassed a variety of responses, from the bucolic musings
of Blunden to the stridency of Aldington to the horror of Remarque. Some
were clearly fictional, others obviously autobiographical, but all were
lumped together into the canon of anti-war literature, which contemporary
observers and later scholars, most notably Paul Fussell (whose brilliant 1975
study The Great War and Modern Memory re-energized the debate), charac-
terized by its negativity. The characters are victims, trapped in a war they
do not understand and dominated by forces they cannot control. Their suf-
fering is at once monumental and insignificant. The war strips them of
everything, including the dignity to suffer as individuals: instead of identity,
the war gives them anonymity. They lack even the consoling hope that good
will emerge from their agony, and must exist in the horrific circumstances
of the trenches until death or madness releases them. Any who survive can
look forward only to a life of bitterness, regret, and painful memories.

Veterans around the world reacted to the anti-war books in various ways.
Many of them approved of the vision they conveyed, for it fed their disillu-
sionment with the postwar world (Eksteins 361). However, others reacted
negatively, seeing the anti-war memory as a perversion of their experience.
Britain’s major newspapers were deluged with complaints from enraged
veterans, and Douglas Jerrold, who had served with the Royal Naval
Division at Gallipoli and in France, published a stinging pamphlet entitled
The Lie About the War which attacked them for their pretensions to histori-
cal accuracy. In New Zealand, film versions of All Quiet on the Western Front
and Journey’s End were banned, and there was widespread sympathy for
veterans, who viewed such works as a “foul libel” on their comrades. In
Australia, the Returned Soldiers’ League advocated censoring war books
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which were deemed to defame Australian soldiers (M. Sharpe 10; Gerster
118). In the United States, the poet Archibald MacLeish (a former infantry
officer whose brother had been killed in action with the Royal Flying Corps)
railed against the canon for lacking totality and balance. Life at the front did
mean discomfort, agony, and death, but it also meant heroism, friendship,
and humour. To emphasize the former at the expense of the latter was to
distort the reality of the war (Cooperman 189).

MacLeish’s response identified what was at the heart of the veterans’ cam-
paign to defend the memory of their comrades. They judged any account,
be it Canadian, British, or German, on the degree to which it captured the
balance of the war experience as they remembered it. When Reverend
Ephram McKegney, wounded in 1918 while serving as chaplain to a
Canadian infantry battalion, reminded his listeners at a 1928 Armistice Day
service that to recall the terrible life at the front was also to recall the won-
derful spirit of fellowship that prevailed there, he was merely expressing
what many veterans had accepted as the only criterion for evaluating any
memory of the war (“C.N.R. Shopmen”). Those versions which gave equal
empbhasis to the harrowing artillery bombardments and the rollicking
evenings drinking vin blanc were acceptable; those which dwelt only on the
horrors were invalid.

This simple formula was implicit in the judgement that Canadian veter-
ans passed on any personal account of the war, autobiographical (like
Graves’s) or fictional (like Remarque’s). Shrieks and Crashes, a memoir pub-
lished in 1929 by historian and ex-artilleryman W.B. Kerr, is a case in point.
Kerr is no Remarque, and the soldiers he describes are nowhere near as
bleak as those in All Quiet. Indeed, he took pains to point out that he was
not writing to “shock readers by descriptions of horrors of a length and
intensity disproportionate to the actual place these filled in the minds of
soldiers” (Foreword). Yet Major J.E. Cummins, who served in the Canadian
Expeditionary Force (CEF) throughout the war, criticized Kerr for not mov-
ing far enough away from the anti-war school and being overly “sombre
and serious” instead of giving “a reflection of the joyous hours off duty in
the villages and towns behind the guns” (262). The same criterion was
applied to another memoir, James Pedley’s Only This: A War Retrospect, a
fine book that captures the totality of the war experience in unusually realis-
tic tones. But Pedley, too, missed the mark, at least in the eyes of some vet-
erans. He had not committed Kerr’s sin of being too gloomy, but rather had
stepped beyond good, clean fun into an inappropriate bawdiness. Kerr him-
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self lamented Pedley’s lack of imagination which led him “to see so much of
the flesh, and miss so much of the spirit, of the Canadian Corps” (Kerr,
“Historical Literature”420), while Major Hamilton Warren, formerly of the
38 Battalion, thought that Pedley “showed wretched taste in the brutal
frankness and perhaps prejudice” with which he handled his subject. Major
Cummins also found Only This a bit too fleshly, and questioned the
author’s judgement in relating “the intimate wartime details of carousals,
flirtations, and courts martial” (250).

Peregrine Acland was another soldier-novelist who fell into this trap.
Acland had sailed to Europe in 1914 as a lieutenant with the 15" Battalion,
serving at the front until October 1916, when he was badly wounded and
invalided home. In 1929 he published All Else Is Folly, the semi-autobio-
graphical tale of an eastern Canadian university student and his ruination
by war. Despite a number of ringing celebrity endorsements, critical com-
mentary was mixed. The New York Herald Tribune and Evening Post and the
Times Literary Supplement praised the battle scenes, but felt that the love
scenes were ineptly handled. The New York Times, however, landed it for
“showing that the men who fought . . . were occasionally able to find some
hilarity in their calling” (Book Review Digest, 1929). For some Canadian vet-
erans, there was a little too much hilarity. Colonel Cy Peck, the Victoria
Cross winner who had commanded the 16" Battalion at the front for over
two years, also praised the book’s descriptions of the battlefields but lam-
basted Acland for having his protagonist Falcon consort with prostitutes
(the subtitle was, after all, “A Tale of War and Passion™). This, felt Peck, put
the author “on a level with the filth-purveyors of other nations” (7).

But Peck did not stop with Peregrine Acland, and launched a general
broadside in the pages of The Brazier, the newsletter of the 16" Battalion
Association. After considering the modern war book as a genre, Peck was
discouraged by what he found: they were shot through with “morbidity and
hopelessness,” and said nothing about the sterling qualities exhibited by the
troops in France. He insisted that their authors were “ten minute warriors”
who had only a superficial knowledge of conditions at the front, and for
that reason dismissed virtually every work that is now recognized as a clas-
sic of the Great War. Sherriff’s Journey’s End was a libellous slander for
including a scene in which an officer has to be driven into action at gun-
point. Graves’s Good-bye to All That, which claimed that Canadian soldiers
occasionally murdered prisoners, was “the product of an unstable and
degenerate mind”; interestingly, Graves himself later referred to his own
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book as “a reckless autobiography . . . written with small consideration for
anyone’s feelings” (Graves and Hodge 217). All Quiet on the Western Front
was worse still. Canadian soldiers fought just as hard as the characters cre-
ated by Remarque, claimed Peck, “but it did not lower their spirits or throw
them into a state of agonizing gruesomeness.” Mocking the book as some-
thing that was loved by the “smart set” who talk about its naughtiness and
“think themselves quite the wickedest things that ever were,” he found noth-
ing whatsoever redeeming in it. It was “printed putridness,” he snorted.

The most revealing comments on anti-war literature, however, came not
from former officers but from two rankers. EW. Bagnall, a native of Hazel
Grove, Prince Edward Island, had enlisted in September 1914, rose to the rank
of sergeant, and was wounded and invalided home before the end of the
war. In a bitter and confused memoir which he published privately in 1933,
he lashed out at the “continual calumnies and a succession of lies [sic]” con-
tained in films about the war (he was likely referring to the screen version of
All Quiet on the Western Front, released in 1930) (54). Bagnall felt aggrieved
that he had fought “doggedly against every form of discomfort living in
ditches, only to be held up to the eyes of even your own people as belonging
to a group who were as pictured on the screen horribly depraved” (70). This
point, if expressed rather clumsily, was central to the veterans’ argument.
For Bagnall, it was not a matter of interpretation. The anti-war memory was
not just a different perception of events; it was simply a series of malicious
falsehoods that constituted a personal attack on the individual soldier. Each
time All Quiet on the Western Front was sold or its film version screened, it
was a libel upon Bagnall, and upon every Canadian veteran. There was no
question of competing but equally valid memories; there was a right mem-
ory, and anything which did not conform to it was vicious, hurtful, and false.

Will R. Bird, who was decorated for gallantry as a member of the 42
Battalion, felt the same frustration as Bagnall. Now known primarily as a
folklorist, Bird had a thriving career in the interwar period as the unofficial
bard of the CEF. He published five books and hundreds of short stories,
articles, and poems about his wartime experiences, and his work shares some
similarities with Pedley’s. He does not gloss over the horrors of war, nor does
he suggest that his comrades were saints in khaki. He describes the abject
terror of enduring an artillery bombardment and the bitterness of seeing
officers dine from china and starched tablecloths while the soldiers ate cold,
greasy stew from battered tins, yet he also recalls hilarious evenings spent in
local estaminets and the idealism of soldiers who emerged from the inferno
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with spirit and soul intact. The immense popularity of Bird’s works among
veterans suggests that he came closest to capturing the proper balance.

Like Bagnall, Bird had no time for anti-war books, which he claimed were
“putrid with so-called ‘realism.” Such books, Bird wrote in his memoir And
We Go On, portrayed the soldier

as a coarse-minded, profane creature, seeking only the solace of loose women or

the courage of strong liquor. Vulgar language and indelicacy of incident are often

their substitute for lack of knowledge, and their distorted pictures of battle action
are especially repugnant. On the whole, such literature, offered to our avid youth,

is an irrevocable insult to those gallant men who lie in French and Belgian graves. (5)

His own book strove for a more balanced picture. It showed that “the pri-
vate in the trenches had other thoughts than of the flesh, had often finer
vision and strength of soul than those who would fit him to their sordid,
sensation-seeking fiction” (5).

In asserting that vulgarity was a substitute for knowledge, Bird made an
explicit claim for the veracity of his own memory: because he had seen
action himself, his memory of the trenches was accurate. When conflicting
memories emerged, there was only one possible explanation: their authors
had not experienced life in the trenches, so their memory must be fabri-
cated. Bird also introduced the notion that there was only one memory of
the war that could honour the dead. His book, because it was true, was a fit-
ting tribute to Canada’s fallen. The memory contained in anti-war novels,
because it was fabricated, was akin to spitting on their graves. If that was
not enough, this memory was fabricated for commercial reasons; its
authors were “sensation-seekers” willing to defile the name of the dead for
fame and fortune, an accusation that may have had some merit (Bance). In
contrast, Bird’s memory was the truth, and truth, not profit, must be the
real goal of any writer.

The various threads of the veterans’ critique of anti-war literature came
together in the response to the novel Generals Die in Bed, written by an
obscure Jewish American novelist named Charles Yale Harrison. The novel
is widely regarded as the finest Canadian example of the genre, and is often
cited as an authentic and evocative description of the trench experience
(Novak 60-70). Yet when it first appeared in 1930, it immediately became a
lightning rod that drew Canadian veterans into a bitter debate over the rela-
tionship between literature and history.

Since the book’s first publication, some confusion has surrounded the
background of its author, confusion that has been perpetuated by recent
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publicity materials. A native of Philadelphia, Harrison emigrated to Canada
before the beginning of the war; the biographical sketch that has long
accompanied the novel claimed that he joined the staff of a Montreal news-
paper, but on his enlistment papers, he gave his occupation as student. In
January 1917, Harrison volunteered for the 244" Battalion, proceeding over-
seas in March. He was posted to the 14" Battalion in France in December
1917. Reviews have also noted that Harrison was decorated for gallantry; he
was not, although he did have a few brushes with military police over minor
infractions before being wounded at Amiens in August 1918 and returning
to Montreal. Harrison spent only a short time in Canada after the war,
before moving to New York City in the early 1920s. He then began a manu-
script which he entitled Generals Die in Bed. Extracts from it were serialized
in various magazines as early as 1928, but the entire manuscript was rejected
when Harrison first offered it to New York publishers. It was eventually
accepted by Williams and Norgate, a small English publisher, which released
it on 13 May 1930. The American edition, published by William Morrow,
appeared on 12 June 1930.

The novel begins in a Montreal barrack room, where the narrator and his
fellow recruits are recuperating from a bender before embarking for Britain.
The scene then shifts immediately to the trenches, where the characters
undergo a succession of ordeals, each more brutalizing than the last—an
artillery bombardment, a trench raid, and finally the major offensive in
which the narrator is wounded, and thereby escapes from the trenches.
Along the way, the narrator watches his pals die in horrific circumstances,
joins in a looting spree in the deserted city of Arras, and bayonets a German
soldier, only to discover that he cannot dislodge the blade from his victim’s
chest. Through it all, Harrison writes in uncompromising prose—sharp,
staccato sentences, visceral descriptors, and powerful imagery.

But these were the characteristics of much of the anti-war canon, and some
critics believed that Harrison said nothing that had not already been said by
more capable authors. The New Statesman called Generals Die in Bed “a poi-
son memory which the author had to expel from his system,” while Outlook
decided that it suffered from “constant literary explosiveness” (Book Review
Digest, 1931). Henry Williamson, who had himself contributed a better book
to the canon, called it a “hotch-potch . . . which out-farted the curtain pole to
such an extent that the Daily Mailin a leading article called for its withdrawal”;
Williamson admitted that he did not quite understand his own phraseology,
which he had borrowed from elsewhere (qtd. in Onions, 50). The book,
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however, was guaranteed a rougher ride in Canada. Because it alleged that
members of the 14 Battalion had pillaged Arras and often murdered pris-
oners, Generals Die in Bed was bound to raise the ire of Canadian veterans.

Many of them took Bird’s lead and denounced Harrison’s divergent
memory as complete fabrication, while other ex-soldiers took up Bagnall’s
argument that the book’s falsehoods constituted a kind of libel. Veterans’
groups deluged politicians with complaints and demanded that the govern-
ment ban the book on account of its “many libellous statements” about
Canadian soldiers; distribution of the book in Canada was indeed delayed
after the Minister of National Revenue, W.D. Euler, agreed to launch an
enquiry into allegations that it slandered Canadian soldiers. Sir Archibald
Macdonell, a former divisional commander, became almost apoplectic with
rage when he read it. “I hope to live long enough to have the opportunity of
(in good trench language) shoving my fist into that s-- of a b-- Harrison’s
tummy until his guts hang out of his mouth!!!” Macdonell fumed to Sir
Arthur Currie, the former commander of the Canadian Corps.!

Currie’s initial reaction was a little calmer. Shortly before the book
appeared in Canada, he had won a libel judgement against an Ontario
newspaper, an action he had pursued in part because he believed that alle-
gations about his conduct of operations around Mons in November 1918
reflected badly upon the men who had served under him in the Canadian
Corps. The trial took a toll on his health, yet Currie considered it worth-
while because it put to rest decade-old insinuations that had cast a cloud
over the CEF’s achievements. When Harrison’s book appeared and threat-
ened to tarnish the reputations he had struggled to defend, he must have
been much distressed. However, Currie usually declined to respond to alle-
gations contained in novels. Earlier, the editor of the Presbyterian Witness
had requested an article refuting the charges made in Graves’s Good-bye to
All That, but Currie replied that “the reputation of the Canadian soldier
stands too high for me to rush into print to defend them, not from charges,
but from certain insinuations made in a novel.” When Generals Die in Bed
burst on the scene, Currie refused a similar invitation from a Toronto news-
paper, observing that Harrison “most probably wrote the book for the sole
purpose of making money and therefore has provided sensational chapters,
knowing that that is what appeals to the public, who prefer always to hear
the evil rather than the good” (Letter to Oliver).

Currie’s reply was evidently written before he had actually read Generals
Die in Bed. Having done so, the general could scarcely contain his anger. It
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was “a mass of filth, lies and appeals to everything base and mean and
nasty,” he raged to Macdonell. “A more scurrilous thing was never pub-
lished. . . . It appeals to the worst appetite that can be found. . . . The book is
badly titled, has a weak style, no worth while matter, is full of vile and mis-
representation, and cannot have any lasting influence.” While Currie was
perhaps not the soundest authority on literary style, he certainly had a right
to comment on the title, and was likely thinking of two old friends and fel-
low commanders who had not died in bed: Major-General Malcolm Mercer,
killed in action at Mount Sorrel in June 1916 while leading the 3™ Division;
and Major-General Louis Lipsett, killed in action in September 1918 shortly
after leaving the 3™ Division. This may explain the personal edge to Currie’s
bitter comments on Generals Die in Bed. “There is not a single line in it
worth reading, nor a single incident worthy of record,” he wrote. “I have
never read, nor do I hope ever to read, a meaner, nastier and more foul
book” (qtd. in R. Sharpe 76).

Why did Canadian veterans, from the lowly ranker to his Corps
Commander, react so strongly against Generals Die in Bed, and against all
those books which comprised the canon of anti-war literature, even those
which made no reference to Canada? It seems unlikely that they united to
defend establishment values or the social hierarchy against threats posed by
these books. It would be difficult to find any social, political, or economic
factors that could have drawn together such diverse individuals as the bitter
ex-sergeant EW. Bagnall, the small-town cleric Ephram McKegney, and the
revered old soldier Sir Arthur Currie. Nevertheless, these veterans, regard-
less of their social status or economic situation, criticized the anti-war
canon in strikingly similar terms.

In the first place, they invariably dismissed the books as falsifications of
history: because anti-war books failed to recount the good times along with
the bad, their vision of the war experience was untrue. The fact that their
authors had, in general, as much experience in the trenches as their
strongest critics was irrelevant; because it was divergent, their memory
could only be fabricated. In this regard, Harrison’s book, which so riled
Canadian veterans, can serve as a useful case study. Ex-soldiers alleged that
much of the book was complete fabrication. To what degree were they right?
Did the incidents that Harrison described so vividly spring from his own
experience, or were they invented, perhaps inspired (as alleged by some
European critics who dismissed Harrison’s work as derivative) by other war
novels he had read?
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Fortunately, Harrison’s service record and the war diaries of the 244" and
14™ Battalions allow us to answer these questions by comparing the histori-
cal record to the events described by the narrator. Clearly, portions of the
book do correspond with what Harrison experienced. The general descrip-
tion of the 244™ Battalion’s departure from Montreal rings true, given the
unit’s history. It was not an especially successful battalion, and the officers
may well have had difficulty rounding up the men for embarkation; when it
left Montreal, it was only about sixty per cent of its authorized strength.
And, while the novel’s chronology does not match Harrison’s (the narrator
reaches the trenches in September 1917, but Harrison did not enter the lines
until 15 December 1917), it is certain that he did experience a number of the
events he describes, including the trench raid, the bombardment, and the
major offensive. All of these occurred while Harrison was with the 14®
Battalion, and his descriptions have a vividness that is ultimately convinc-
ing, even if we admit that Harrison actually spent very little time (forty-
three days) in the front lines.

However, a number of other elements are clearly invented. Although the
relevant chapter is plausible enough, Harrison never enjoyed leave to
London from the trenches; he simply did not put in enough service in the
lines to merit leave. It is also worth noting that, while he used the real
names of men from his unit in the novel, he changed their identities, proba-
bly to open up dramatic possibilities by filling his fictional platoon with a
broader range of personalities. Furthermore, there is no evidence to sup-
port two of the most contentious elements of the book: the description of
the looting of Arras by Canadian troops, and the accusation that the hospi-
tal ship Llandovery Castle, torpedoed in June 1918 with a full complement of
medical personnel on board, was carrying military cargo in contravention
of international law. These elements of the novel, it must be admitted, are
completely fabricated. Finally, the narrator’s wound that puts him out of
action is rather more serious than the wound which knocked Harrison out
of the war. As the narrator describes it, “My right foot feels numb. I look
at it; it is spurting a ruby fountain . . . an artery must be cut” (259-60).
Harrison did take a bullet in the foot at Amiens in August 1918, but his
medical records characterize it as merely a minor flesh wound; “slight” and
“superficial” are the adjectives used.

But so what? This exercise merely confirms that Harrison wrote like a
novelist, combining his own experience with the products of his imagina-
tion to produce a dramatic narrative; indeed, condemning novels like
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Generals Die in Bed for not adhering to historical fact seems to be missing
the point. But within the contemporary debate as it was structured by veter-
ans on both sides, this was precisely the point. On the one hand, the novel-
ists and their publishers claimed that these works were historically accurate.
They purported to tell “the truth about the war,” something the press gener-
ally took at face value. The reviewer for the New York Times, for example,
was non-committal about the enduring literary merit of Generals Die in
Bed, but was certain that it would live on as “a burning, breathing historical
document” (Woodman s5). Indeed, when the novel first appeared in the
paper’s “Latest Books Received” section, it was listed under History and
Biography, not Fiction (“Latest”). The book’s most recent publisher has
continued this trend: its website offers suggestions for using the novel in
history classes as historical document (“Teachers Guides”).

Yet the war novelists did not see themselves as constrained by the conven-
tions of history, feeling at liberty to exercise, in the words of one modern
critic, “fiction’s teleological right to exclude ordinary everyday elements
which are redundant to its theme” (Onions 64-66). Joyous nights in Belgian
estaminets undoubtedly occurred but were irrelevant to a novel dedicated,
as Harrison’s was, to the “bewildered youth” of all armies. So, he felt war-
ranted in omitting them. For many veterans, such omissions were unaccept-
able. Because this genre of literature pretended to be history, they felt quite
justified in judging it as such. The literary merit of the books became irrele-
vant; they were simply bad history. Furthermore, suggestions in the press
that “people prefer to take their histories of the war in the form of fiction”
made the veterans’ choice appear all the more sensible (McAree). Since
novelists were going to claim their works were history and since readers
were going to use fiction as history, veterans felt justified in criticizing fic-
tion as history.

The other common thread in the veterans’ critique was the assertion that
the anti-war books were libellous. They offended Canadian veterans for the
same reason that they impressed later critics: because they universalized the
experience of the trenches. Harrison’s Broadbent and Remarque’s Paul
Baumer might have served in any army, for they represented the suffering of
millions of soldiers from all nations, including Canada. This, of course, was
precisely the objection. As Bagnall had argued, universalization was in fact
defamation: these books tarred Canadian soldiers with the sins of others by
claiming that, like all soldiers, the men of the CEF had been brutalized and
dehumanized by war. The anti-war vision suggested that the war stripped
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soldiers of their identity, transforming them into pawns whose life, suffer-
ing, and death were of little consequence to anyone. Many veterans found
this vision unpalatable. Instead of rational, purposeful human beings, it
made them dupes of forces they could not hope to understand, much less
control. They did not want to be identified as anonymous victims sacrificed
in a pointless slaughter, nor did they want to share guilt by association in
crimes committed by their semi-fictional counterparts.

Moreover, the anti-war books cast doubt on the very thing that many sol-
diers valued most highly from their wartime odyssey: the gift of comrade-
ship. Especially as the interwar years passed, when the material rewards for
service were few and society seemed to have little concern for the values
that the war had ostensibly been fought to defend, the soldier could look
upon the comradeship of the trenches as a reward in itself. However, by
averring that the soldier took nothing of value from his trench experience,
the anti-war books threatened to deny that one bit of comfort that
remained. Instead of characterizing veterans as a band of brothers whose
comradeship and courage triumphed over war and death, Harrison’s narra-
tor observed sourly that “camaraderie—esprit de corps—good fellowship—
these are the words for journalists to use, not for us. Here in the line they
do not exist” (91). Instead of recognizing the “equalizing treasure” of
friendship, to use Bird’s phrase (343), the anti-war books spoke of “a gener-
ation of men who, even though they may have escaped its shells, were
destroyed by the war” (Remarque, dedication). In this vision, there could be
no happy evenings spent in Belgian estaminets, no days passed lounging in
the sun as they rested in a rear-area billet, none of those memories which
dominated the culture of the veteran movement in the interwar era. For
denying everything that they celebrated, many ex-soldiers considered the
anti-war vision to be beyond the pale.

In May 1930, at the height of the storm over Generals Die in Bed, Charles
Yale Harrison was asked to comment on the backlash against his book.
When the Toronto Daily Star located Harrison, he was working for the
Bronx Home News in New York City, “as a newspaperman, not a journalist,”
he said revealingly. The “youthful author” denied that he had slandered
Canadian soldiers, insisting that to do so “would be to smear at myself.” On
the contrary, he wanted it noted that the Canadian Corps was the finest
fighting unit in the field: “Vimy Ridge, Passchendaele, Ypres, the Somme,
Cambrai and Mons speak for themselves.” As for the allegations that
Canadian troops had looted Arras, Harrison stood by his story, but added a
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significant caveat: “realizing the circumstances under which the town was
looted, I did not consider that this in any way reflects upon the heroism and
courage of the Canadian troops” (“Denies New War Book”).

In this interview, Harrison implicitly conceded what his harshest critics
had been arguing all along: that there was a balance missing from his book,
and by extension from anti-war literature generally. No one, least of all a
veteran, denied that the soldier at the front had endured horrors which sur-
passed the imagination. But, they insisted, the war had not been without
positive features; the success of the Canadian Corps in battle was one, the
heroism and courage of Canadian soldiers was another. Although his novel
contains no hint of these compensating factors, Harrison recognized them
in this short interview, using phrases that would never have been uttered by
the characters he created.

Harrison’s admission did little to quell the outrage, but he and the other
authors who wrote in the same genre had the last laugh. Were they alive
today, Will Bird, Cy Peck, and Arthur Currie would be dismayed by the lit-
erary landscape of the Great War. Bird’s And We Go On, widely regarded by
veterans as the most authentic of Great War memoirs, virtually disappeared
after it was first published in 1930. Clarke Irwin released a much less inter-
esting version, entitled Ghosts Have Warm Hands, in 1968, but the original
remains all but unobtainable. The anti-war books, on the other hand, have
held sway for more than seventy years. All Quiet on the Western Front and
Good-bye to All That are enshrined as modern classics, and Generals Die in
Bed has become a staple of undergraduate literature, and indeed history,
courses. More notably, it has recently been released in a new edition for
teenagers, and has been favourably reviewed as a powerful, evocative, and
informative work for young readers.? Debates over the veracity of these
books now seem quaint and outdated, rendered irrelevant by the recogni-
tion of their literary qualities. And yet the story of the Great War novel is a
cautionary tale, reminding us that the relationship between literature, his-
tory, and memory is far more complicated than it often appears.

An earlier version of this paper was presented to the Centre for the Study of Historical
Consciousness at the University of British Columbia. The author would like to thank
Richard Holt for access to his research on Harrisot'’s service career, and the Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council for financial support.
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NOTES

I have engaged in a more detailed discussion of the reaction of ex-soldiers to Harrison’s
work in Death So Noble (193-96).

The Annick Press website (www.annickpress.com) quotes from various reviews praising
Generals Die in Bed.
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Steven Price

Images

The photographs. Wet mutilated heads

of Chinese raiders seeping cabbage-like

in a ditch, bodies dumped in river-weeds.
A girl’s gouged-out breasts, her grisly tight

agonized grin as blades gored her. Filling
long nights leafing attic shelves I’d stare

at the fleshly fine-edged craft of killing—
fiery pain in the likeness of prayer—

for only what was sinister felt also sacred.
What was my father’s God if not of this?
Engravings, too, of gibbet-strung tortured
Jews, of witches carved until confessed;

like anyone, I lived in fear, believing still

in dreams: evil seemed ever undone in truth
or illusion alike; there was no finished evil.
We had only faith to harden us here on earth.
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“How the World Burns”
Adults Writing War for Children

Writing about war for children? The challenges and
responsibilities of such a project raise questions that resist easy answers.
First come the particular issues of audience, content, and style attached
generically to writing for children. Which children to address? What kind of
story to tell? Which words, images, illustrations, and tone to represent the
subject matter and to engage readers? Then come the challenges specific to
writing about warfare, that adult activity with such profound effects upon
children. Surely the simplicity of plot, style, and character assumed to be
inherent in writing for children—not to mention the pressure to produce
what Dominick LaCapra refers to as “a harmonizing narrative that pro-
vide[s] the reader or viewer with an unwarranted sense of spiritual uplift”
(14)—is incompatible with the tangled complexity of warfare. In the
September 2000 issue of The Lion and the Unicorn dedicated to the topic of
violence and children’s literature, this troubling paradox is articulated in the
question, “Will honest representation of the human capacity for evil over-
whelm the young mind in despair?” (qtd. in Goodenough vi). One answer is
provided by Maurice Sendak: “It is a sad comedy: the children knowing and
pretending they don’t know to protect us from knowing they know” (n.p.).

In Canada, the struggle to write children into stories of war has been rep-
resented best, for me, in three works for adults. Margaret Atwood’s poem,
“You Begin,” features an adult, increasingly conflicted as she guides a young
child through a simple drawing lesson that becomes surprisingly compli-
cated for the guide if not for the child:

This is the world, which is fuller

and more difficult to learn than | have said.
You are right to smudge it that way
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Children

with the red and then
the orange: the world burns. (248)
The fiction of Timothy Findley, so attentive to the fact of war, and so pre-
occupied as he himself said, with those “allowed no voices,” to whom “[w]e
don’t listen,” and who “are so often . . . excluded” (Atwood, “Tiff and the
Animals” 159), focuses often on the child caught in wartime, and no more
powerfully than in the scene of a child’s desolation from The Wars, recorded
by twelve-year-old Juliet d’Orsey in her 1916 diary:
| feel a dreadful loss. | know things now | didn’t want to know . . . Just about
noon. | started to cry. . . . | dont know why. And | sat and sat and cried. Just cried.
| didn‘t make a sound. [My doll] Amanda seemed to be the only friend | had and |
held her very tight. I'd been so mean. I'd left her on the window sill for weeks.
Her loneliness was just unbearable. Me. She was lonely for me and I'd deserted
her. | don’t know why. Her hands were coming apart because | hadn’t cared

enough to sew her up. But now she was warm and safe and all | had. Just me
and she and that was all. | don’t know why. | don’t know why. (178-79)

Jack Hodgins’s Broken Ground, in its focus on World War I veterans and
their families struggling to resume their lives in the Vancouver Island sol-
diers’ settlement of Portuguese Creek, captures the dilemma of Matthew
Pearson, a teacher who believes that his classroom lessons have caused his
students to enlist too quickly, to suffer unduly, and to die without dignity.
In a 1919 letter to his wife Maude, Pearson records his guilt and testifies to
the teacher’s block that will keep him out of the classroom upon his return
from the battlefields of France:

You will already have guessed from earlier letters that I've little interest in return-

ing to the classroom. At the moment it seems inconceivable that | might stand

and read Tennyson to boys who would remind me daily of the lads | saw killed so

recently—some of them while in my care. And to girls who would remind me of
sweethearts left to spinsterhood. (210}’

Sendak, Atwood, Findley, Hodgins: this perhaps unlikely quartet under-
line the challenges of writing about children caught in times of war. Writing
for children about war presents its own challenges.

I first learned about war reading my Canadian history textbook in an ele-
mentary school classroom; today I teach books about war in a university
course in children’s literature. From this perspective, it seems to me that
history textbooks and reference books for children have struggled with lim-
ited success to present war to young audiences. The narratives these books
construct are adult-centred; children do not often—if ever—see themselves
in these accounts. Clearly, there is a need for fictional treatments of war in
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which child characters are allowed to emerge from the margins and to
demonstrate the varieties of children’s experiences of and responses to war.

Writing War for Children during Wartime

In his study of the history of British children’s literature, Peter Hunt has
observed that, during the two world wars of the twentieth century, children
received bits of war news not through “mainstream children’s literature”
(Children’s 197) but rather through comic books and the popular press.
“‘[R]espectable’ writers for children were silent,” he writes, “and only sev-
eral generations later was the subject treated—and then only peripherally”
(Introduction 104). Observers of the history of Canadian children’s literature
seem to find the silence more pervasive in the face of the chronic French-
English conflict than in the matter of the world wars. But in a discussion of
Canada’s historical fiction, Sheila Egoff and Judith Saltman affirm that
“youthful protagonists of much recent Canadian fiction are caught briefly
in the net of history, become entangled in the mesh of the adult world, and
like their counterparts in modern realistic fiction, cut themselves free to
begin their lives anew” (119).

Historians of education who have turned their attention to the experiences
of Canada’s children during times of war sugggest that Canadian children
received their information not through books so much as through scattered
images, sounds, and events. They describe classrooms decorated with sym-
bols of British patriotism; they note children’s involvement in tending
Victory Gardens, saving war stamps, singing patriotic songs, dropping and
covering for air raid drills. Adults recalling their childhood days in World
War II remember watching newsreels and listening to CBC Radio broadcasts
“convey[ing] a message that war [was] exciting, dramatic, and only for the
courageous” (Montgomery, “War” 162); those living on the West Coast in the
1940s still remember RCMP officers coming into their classrooms to usher
their Japanese Canadian classmates to their eventual internment. During
both world wars, Emilie Montgomery observes, “[c]hildren tried to com-
prehend adults’ fear, and pains|;] they tried to understand a world of killing
and chaos. The war infiltrated their daily lives in ways we may consider small
and insignificant, but those changes would alter their childhoods” (174).

Non-fiction for Children and Accounts of War

Children who have not lived through war at home or abroad but who are
working to understand the adult propensity for warfare might, we expect,
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seek help from writers of non-fiction—from the writers of their history
textbooks and from reference books for children. And here they would
encounter a heritage of reluctance to teach history to children younger than
age eleven. In The Educated Mind: How Cognitive Tools Shape Our
Understanding, Kieran Egan observes that
[hlistory has been emptied out of the early curriculum in response to the pro-
gressivist doctrine that we must begin exploring the world with what the child

already knows and experiences, and we must expand understanding gradually
from their everyday environments. (41)

The result, Egan concludes, is that “young children [are] largely ignorant of
history, because it is assumed that they cannot understand it on the one
hand and on the other that their attention and activity should be engaged
in dealing with and expanding from their everyday experience” (41). If, as
Jerry Diakiw argues, “our identities, our attitude to people of different
races, our sense of self and therefore probably our sense of a national iden-
tity or lack of it [are] largely fixed by the end of elementary school” (44),
then the reluctance to teach history to the very young may have had the
most profound of unintended consequences.

And then, even when the study of history is introduced to children in the
middle years of their public schooling, it is seen to be conveyed unevenly
and ineffectively. In Who Killed Canadian History?—the title suggests its
author’s chagrin at the state of writing about Canada’s past—Jack
Granatstein argues that “the young should get history as story; the older
students should begin to analyse what happened and why. Without such
aims, our history becomes all but meaningless” (49).

Historically, one problem with leaving the writing of war—one of “the
big stories of Canada” (Diakiw 41)—to the authors of textbooks for chil-
dren was that they tended to rush past it or to leave it out altogether. Such
was my own experience in the 1960s with My First History of Canada.
Published in 1958 and used in English-language elementary schools in sev-
eral provinces in the 1960s, it characterized the country’s history as “an
adventure story” and said not a word about war in its “Foreword for Girls
and Boys.” Instead, author Donalda Dickie made only oblique references to
the Battle of the Plains of Abraham, the Loyalist flight from the American
Revolution, and the Riel Rebellions in chapter headings, and wrote tersely
of them and of the nation-building world wars of 1914 and 1939. My First
History of Canada seems aimed at producing an upbeat and therefore sani-
tized story, written down to its audience:?
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In this book you will read that the people at the beginning of our history had
never heard of our country, and did not know where it was. You will read how
those people found Canada.You will read how other peopie journeyed from
Canada’s east coast all the way to her west coast. Later, you will find out how
Canadians learned to govern themselves and how they have learned and are still
learning to use Canada’s many riches, such as her farm land, her forests, and her
minerals. (Dickie v}

Or, consider the 1952 textbook, My Country’s Story: An Elementary
Canadian History, and its representation for somewhat older child readers
of the Battle of the Plains of Abraham through a “great man” focus on
Generals Montcalm and Wolfe. Co-authors Donalda Dickie, Helen Palk,
and E.C. Woodley present the Marquis de Montcalm not only as an exem-
plary military man, but also as a loving father of ten children. He, it seems,
would have been able to save the colony of New France from British con-
quest had he not had to contend with the resistance of Governor Vaudreuil,
whom the co-authors, in a startling ad hominem moment, describe as “stu-
pid” (178). The defeat of the French side is seen exclusively in terms of the
mortal wounding of Montcalm. Readers learn not at all about the causes of
the war, the casualties suffered by regular troops, or the effects experienced
by civilians.

Wolfe is introduced anglocentrically as “the youngest of our great gener-
als” (Dickie 177, emphasis added). Young readers learn of his love for his
mother, his height, his theumatism, his red hair, his “receding chin” (177).
The authors spend considerable time describing his uniform. Wolfe’s death,
memorialized in Benjamin West’s famous painting,’ is represented in this
text with pathos:

Wolfe, like his great enemy Montcalm, fell that day. Two soldiers carried him to

the rear of the lines.

'They run! They run! Egad, they give way every where!’ shouted an officer near.
‘Who run?’ asked Wolfe, rousing himself.

'The French, sir!’ replied the officer, straining his eyes across the plain.
‘Then | die content!” said Wolfe, and almost as he spoke, he died. {180)

That things have changed in the writing of war history for the current
generation of children is evident in the widely read 2000 edition of The
Story of Canada, co-authored by Janet Lunn and Christopher Moore, and
richly illustrated not only with archival images but also with the drawings of
Alan Daniel. The book’s opening note—“We hope you find something of
yourself in the tales we have told—and go on to discover more stories of
Canada for yourself” (n.p.)—constructs active young readers looking to
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history as a reflection of their own heritage and as a beginning point for
research of their own.

In this history for the new millennium, the Seven Years’ War is not
treated as the clash of the two titans, Montcalm and Wolfe, nor is it tele-
scoped into an account of the Battle of the Plains of Abraham. Instead, it is
contextualized in a chapter entitled “Habitants and Voyageurs,” and juxta-
posed with a discussion of the British deportation of the Acadians. It steers
away from the preoccupation with so-called great men to consider the
effects of the war on non-commissioned soldiers and on the women and
children left to bring in the harvests. Wolfe is described as “send[ing] his
soldiers out to burn and plunder along the [St. Lawrence] river” (74).

The deaths of Wolfe and Montcalm are treated in a single sentence at the
end of a fourteen-paragraph entry. West’s painting of Wolfe’s death is
nowhere to be found, while the image of an unnamed artist’s rendition of
the battlefield death of Montcalm is undercut with an ironic caption:
“General Montcalm, the defender of Quebec, actually died in bed the day
after the Battle of the Plains of Abraham, but the artist has created a more
dramatic scene” (75).

Chapter 9 of Lunn and Moore’s book, entitled “Stormy Times,” provides
extended and amply illustrated accounts of Canada’s involvement in the
world wars of the twentieth century, conflicts treated only briefly in the
Canadian history books published in the 1950s. In the mid-century books,
the wars are presented as stepping stones in Canada’s progress towards con-
stitutional independence from Britain. Lunn and Moore’s narrative of
World War I, in contrast, focuses on trench warfare, the experience of the
Newfoundland Regiment at Beaumont-Hamel, the role of women in main-
taining the nation’s wartime economy, the Halifax explosion, and the divi-
siveness of the Conscription Crisis. The requisite reference to Dr. John
McCrae and the writing of “In Flanders Fields” emphasizes (perhaps in
response to the criticisms of it by writers such as Paul Fussell) how the
poem has come to represent “millions of deaths” rather than “the glory of
victory” (225) for the current generation of its readers.

The section on World War II, entitled “War Again,” foregrounds the dis-
aster at Dieppe and “dangerous memories . . . of suffering inflicted” (qtd. in
Diakiw 47): the internment and relocation of Japanese Canadians, the
bombings of the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the Holocaust. It
notes that Jewish refugees seeking safe haven in Canada from the Nazis
were turned away in the years before the war; it acknowledges (although
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briefly) one of the effects of this war on children in a photograph and cap-
tion representing the many British children who came to stay in Canada
during the Blitz.

A book like Lunn and Moore’s signals a sea change in one kind of histori-
cal narrative for children. It suggests that the days and attitudes revealed in
that scene in Anne of Green Gables in which Miss Stacy chastises Anne for
her sneak-reading of the chariot races in Ben-Hur—when she should be
studying her Canadian history—are perhaps gone.

Children’s Fiction about War

But what of other children’s books about war—those destined less for use in
the classroom or in the social studies research project and more for the
child’s own private reading time and space? Such books reflect several
trends, generic and historical. The generic trend has to do with the steady
growth over several decades in the categories of children’s literature. A visit
to the children’s division of any public library or bookstore—or indeed to
one of the bookshops devoted exclusively to children’s books—reveals that
the field is filled with classes and sub-classes: non-fiction and reference
books, picture books, novels, short stories, poetry collections, folk and fairy
tales, animal stories, fantasies, young adult narratives, biographies, geogra-
phies, the old classics, the series, the new releases, and so on.

The historical trends have to do with changing perceptions and practices
of warfare.The world wars of the twentieth century made civilians and their
communities targets in unprecedented ways. Barbara Ehrenreich observes
that civilian fatalities of the first war were 15 percent of the total; by the end
of the second war just three decades later, they had escalated to 65 percent of
the total (qtd. in Norris 17). She goes on to comment that “[o]ne feature of
the ‘transformed’ war of the nuclear age is that it is less likely to be the
exclusive province of males or even of adults” (qtd. in Norris 17-18). Graga
Machel’s The Impact of War on Children: A Review of Progress since the 1996
United Nations Report on the Impact of Armed Conflict on Children cata-
logues the ways in which contemporary adult wars have made millions of
children their targets. The report deals with child soldiers, child refugees,
children killed and mutilated by landmines; it suggests the ways in which
war denies children the right to education and to psychological and physical
health. Machel’s preface quotes a Nicaraguan child as observing, “[a]dults
go to war, but they don’t realise what damage they are doing to children” (ix).

Contemporary writers for children have not ignored this damage. As Kate

45 Canadian Literature 179 / Winter 2003



Children

Agnew and Geoff Fox observe in their book, Children at War: From the First
World War to the Gulf:
in recent novels and picture books, . . . young readers are invariably urged to
examine the nature of violence and suffering, persecution and endurance, hatred
and loyalty, selfishness and sacrifice. They are asked to share the writers’ con-
demnation of war and the repugnant beliefs which lead to conflict, and to feel
compassion for the anguish imposed upon the innocent many by the
powerful few. (53)

In teaching children’s literature to young adults and in asking them to
examine assumptions about the ways in which child readers receive ideas
about war, I have found myself turning to several contemporary Canadian
novels—each one representing a different Canadian war, but all of them
child-centred and featuring “protagonists . . . presented with complex
choices, difficult decisions which test their moral strength and loyalty to the
limit” (Agnew 135). First among these works are two novels dealing with
the experiences of child soldiers: George Johnson’s War and Charlie Wilcox.
In George Johnson’s War, Maureen Garvie and Mary Beaty have written
“an imagined story about . . . real people” (237). With their twenty-first cen-
tury sensibilities, Garvie and Beaty go back to the time of the American
Revolution to examine the contributions of the two sons of Molly Brant—
Peter and George—to the Loyalist cause. They trace Molly’s wartime jour-
neys with her children and her negotiations on behalf of the Iroquois with
their British allies, but they foreground the experience of the child soldier
and first-person narrator, George. At first, George represents the view
that war is a powerful and sometimes irresistible attraction. Psychologist
Lawrence LeShan has described this attraction:
[Ulnder almost every form of economic and political organization, regardless of
different family structures, different child-rearing practices and other social
norms, people fight wars on a fairly regular basis. . . . War sharpens experience,
heightens perception, and makes one more and more aware of one’s own exis-
tence. At the same time, war allows us to become part of something larger

and more intense. The Way of the One and the Way of the Many intensify each
other. (53, 55)

George’s war fever begins when he is a small boy determined to follow his
older brother Peter into a life of adventure and battle for the Loyalist cause.
He chafes under his mother’s and sisters’ protection. At age ten, he tells his
sister that he is old enough to join up to “carry a drum or be a fifer” (144).
Sent away by his mother at age eleven to carry on his education (for
‘[w]ithout learning,” as she says, “you’re at the mercy of those who take our
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land and our cornfields and leave only promises” [141]), he is miserable.
And one day, as he sits in a Montreal classroom enduring his schoolmaster’s
recitation of platitudes from Rider’s Almanack, he thinks, “I'm old enough
now. Last week I turned thirteen. . . . These days, they take what they can
get, I hear—young, old, deaf, wall-eyed, and peg-legged. But unless I do
something, the war’ll be over before I get my chance” (153). And then, in
petitioning Captain Tice, commander of the Native forces at Fort Niagara to
persuade his mother to allow him to enlist, George makes this pledge: “Take
me on. 'm ready to go, sir. 'm ready to fight until I die” (183). These frag-
ments of dialogue offer to young readers some answer to the inevitable
question: Why in the world would anyone volunteer to fight and perhaps to
die in war? George’s answer is plain: for the chance to fight in the family tra-
dition, for the opportunity to prove wrong those who call him “half-breed,”
for the possibility of routing the enemies who have stolen his people’s land
and driven them into an itinerant existence.

But George Johnson’s War interrogates more than it validates the idea of
war as “an emphasis on military glory, as well as male kinship and tutelage”
(MacGillivray and Lynes 11). It is more than a narrative of war fever; it is
also a study of the child soldier’s traumatic passage from innocent exuber-
ance to bitter experience. From disappointment over his drab uniform, to
disgust over the food, to utter exhaustion resulting from the endless march-
ing, to horror at the sight of a burned-out Onandaga village, war is not
what George Johnson dreamed it would be. The authors create for George a
scene in which he is called upon to rethink altogether the meaning of the
word “enemy”—a scene standard in anti-war narratives. When he first fires
his gun against what he believes is a blue-coated rebel enemy, he “look(s]
only once. He’s dead, his throat torn away by [the] shot” (211). And then,
moments later, he looks into the face of his antagonist and says to himself,
“I’ve shot an Indian in a blue coat” (211). Margot Norris maintains that “all
wars are ironic” (80), and in scenes such as this one, George Johnson’s War
offers child readers irony in abundance. There is irony, too, in George’s dis-
covery late in his military service that his brother Peter has long been dead
and that no one has informed him; in George’s attempt to embrace a
Mohawk warrior identity and in his near-desertion of the King’s army for
the Indian Trail; and in his ultimate reconciliation with the mother he
believes has deceived him.

But the final scene of this novel is not quite the harmonized closing with
that “sense of spiritual uplift” described by LaCapra. Haunted by visions of
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his dead brother and a dead friend, and tormented by the wish that he
could tell his mother what he knows about the disappearance of her people
and her way of life from the Mohawk Valley, George ends his narrative with
these subdued words:

It's us who have to find a way to get on, with the dancing, with the war, with our

lives. It's us who have to let them {the dead] go. Let them rest easy, under the

snow. (232)

Like George Johnson’s War, Sharon McKay’s Charlie Wilcox, published in
2000, focuses on the child soldier and follows his movement from innocence
to experience as a result of immersion in the crucible of bloody battle. McKay
describes the story as one in which “fact and fiction are companions” (215),
for while Charlie Wilcox was a real-life figure, he never went to war. The
third-person narrator is more conventional and more adult than is George
Johnson; the war story told is of the bitter experiences of the Newfoundland
Regiment at Beaumont-Hamel in the July 1916 Battle of the Somme.

The cover illustration by Julia Bell depicts Charlie not as an adolescent
but as a freckle-faced, blue-eyed boy. He is, in other words, a child. The
product of a sheltered life in the port town of Brigus, he is startled to see,
on a 1915 visit to St. John’s, the newspaper headline, “War Escalates in
Europe” (36). “Never you mind. It has nothing to do with us” (36), says his
mother, who at that moment is intent on seeking medical treatment for her
son’s club foot and who, like Molly Brant, is determined to see her son edu-
cated and empowered in a way that she and the Newfoundlanders of her
generation have not been. She plans to keep her child from giving his life to
the sea, and the idea that he would go to war at age fourteen is something
that never occurs to her until it happens.

Where George Johnson’s involvement in the American Revolution is
intentional and involves a challenge to his mother’s authority over his
future, Charlie’s in World War I is accidental. He runs away from an aunt
with whom he has been sent to stay while continuing his education; he
stows away on a ship he thinks is destined for the ice fields and the seal
hunt, but it is actually carrying Newfoundlanders to the Front. Still,
whether Charlie’s enlistment is accidental or not, McKay, like Garvie and
Beaty, characterizes the boy at war as one struggling to use the experience
to fix his identity.

George is a thirteen-year-old scout who kills a blue-coated Indian;
Charlie becomes a stretcher bearer who comes to recognize the naiveté of
soldiers certain they are part of a “little adventure” (125) and looking forward
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to “the thrill of events to come” (128). He experiences the miseries of life in
the trenches, familiar to most adult readers but news to many younger ones.
He is also a witness to the disaster that was Beaumont-Hamel, and through
him, McKay is able to show child readers the significance of what has come
to be known in the iconography of Newfoundland as the Danger Tree:

a beleaguered, bald, and dead collection of sticks that hung by its roots over a

shell hole. It refused, or had forgotten, to fall down. It was the only marking

left in an otherwise barren landscape. The Brits, the Irish, and the Newfoundlanders

would use it to get their bearings.There they would collect, and there the
Germans would mow them down. (183)*

Charlie sees eight hundred Newfoundland soldiers with targets on their
backs go over the top on the first of July 1916; he learns by the second of
July that only sixty-eight of the regiment have survived physically
unscathed.

Like George Johnson, Charlie Wilcox survives; like George, he returns
home transformed. He does not kill, but he is not entirely successful in sav-
ing lives, as is evident in a poignant scene in which he comes upon the body
of his friend Michael. Looking into his dead face, Charlie “[falls] to his
knees and wrap([s] his arms around him, like Michael’s own mother might
have” (193). The battlefield and triage scenes in the novel are graphic and
even unsparing; the end is more gentle—more harmonized, as LaCapra
might say—for McKay allows Charlie, in the moment of his return to
Newfoundland, a smile and a sense of peace that Garvie and Beaty don’t
allow George Johnson:

Charlie smiled . . . and gazed around. He felt the rock-hard ground [of Brigus]

beneath his feet. He looked into the faces of those he'd known all his life. He was
home. (213)

Books such as George Johnson’s War and Charlie Wilcox begin convention-
ally by exploring war as an opportunity for a boy’s (and by extension a
country’s) coming of age. They demonstrate to today’s young readers some-
thing they must often wonder about, and that is why anyone so close to
them in age would seek out the fighting life. And then, in their refusal to
turn away from the scenes of misery and carnage or to sanitize the proceed-
ings, both novels interrogate the enterprise of war in ways calculated to give
young readers pause.

To this pair of novels, I add two books that show young readers that war
matters today—and has mattered in the past—not just to boys who have yet
to shave, but also to girls.Janet Lunn, like Garvie and Beaty, takes the

49 Canadian Literature 179 / Winter 2003



Children

American Revolution as her subject in The Hollow Tree (described by
Raymond Jones and Jon Stott as “among the finest books written for
Canadian children” [284]). She examines through the experience of Phoebe
Olcott how the bitter divisions between Patriots and Loyalists irreparably
split communities and divided families in the Thirteen Colonies. Fifteen-
year-old Phoebe’s experience of war is not the kind of warrior’s initiation
that George Johnson undergoes. She comes of age in contending with the
differences between her Rebel father and her Loyalist cousin, in losing the
former to death in battle and the latter to vigilantes who hang him for a
spy. In a season of atrocities, she is a witness, and the scene of her hanged
cousin Gideon is as graphic in its way as any one of the scenes witnessed by
Charlie Wilcox:

Under the green oak tree in the centre of The Green, with its crude “Liberty Tree”

label, she could see a dark mass of people in the early light. . .. A stout rope had

been slung over a branch about eight feet from the ground. Gideon'’s lifeless

body was hanging from the rope. On his shirt a note was pinned. It read: “Death
to all Traitors and Spies.” (39)

Phoebe’s story is that of the orphan refugee, and her trial consists of travel-
ling in disguise as a Mohawk girl, assuming responsibility for children
younger than herself along the way, and settling down to a married and
domestic life in Upper Canada at the story’s end. In this novel, Phoebe ends
her cross-border wanderings by choosing Canada, “where she ha[s] a deep
sense of belonging” (260). She concludes her story with conviction in her
words, “We will all be well here. There will be peace in this country” (260).

This book demonstrates what Mavis Reimer and Anne Rusnak have
described as a pattern distinctive and prominent in award-winning
Canadian children’s books: “in this pattern, the child characters move away
from home into an ‘away’ setting, and eventually choose to make the ‘away’
home” (21). In making this choice, it is clear, the child achieves agency, for
“what appears at first to be a choice to become vulnerable is represented as
an opportunity to exercise power. . . . the power to shape the place.. . . the
young character . . . [has] chosen as home” (Reimer 23).

A novel like The Hollow Tree, or Lunn’s time-shift treatment of Canada
during the American Civil War in The Root Cellar, positions the girl protag-
onist not as a combatant but certainly as an agent in, and an eyewitness to,
war in a way that a more conventional girl character in wartime—Lucy
Maud Montgomery’s Rilla Blythe, for example—is not.

Yet another angle on the experience of war—that of the young child as
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displaced person—is represented in books such as Kit Pearson’s Children
of War trilogy. and Joy Kogawa’s Naomi’s Road. Pearson, who has spoken
passionately about children as “victims of adult war,” and who has
expressed her preference for writing books in which “children are almost
like a separate tribe, acting on their own, making moral decisions on their
own, and not wanting to have much to do with adults” (Flick 21), recounts
the experiences of those thousands of British children sent by their parents
to live in Canada during the Blitz. She traces with psychological insight the
feelings of anger, abandonment, misery, and eventual acceptance such chil-
dren experienced.

Kogawa’s book takes the narrative risk of telling the World War II story of
the internment of Japanese Canadians in the voice and the language of the
very young Naomi Nakane. As in the case of George Johnson’s War, the first-
person choice does not diminish the power of the story; it intensifies it. The
predatory Old Man Gower of Kogawa’s account for adults, Obasan, does not
appear here, nor does the story end with direct reference to the bombing of
Nagasaki as Obasan does. Instead, the “little story . . . told by a Canadian
child called Naomi Nakane” (n.p.) explains what Kogawa, in a prefatory let-
ter addressed to “Dear Children,” calls the “hard to understand” fact “that
Japanese Canadians were treated as enemies at home, even though we were
good Canadians” (n.p.). The story foregrounds the unkindness of children
to Naomi and her brother Stephen, and then it offers a measure of hope in
allowing Naomi something she isn’t allowed in Obasan—a friendship across
the racial divide with a white girl named Mitzi. The Naomi of this book
loses her Vancouver home, her mother, her father, her sense of safety and
self-worth, but the story ends with at least the cryptic hint from the family
minister that something can be done by those who suffer. “The world is full
of signs[,]” the minister says, “[w]e have to know how to read them” (82).
Naomi thinks that the grown-ups left in her life are “going to keep talking in
those riddles that adults like” (82), but she resolves in her last scene to get to
work, for she says, “I have a lot of codes to work out. It’s going to take me all
day” (82). There is something hopeful in her determined, purposeful tone—
a hopefulness (or a toughness, perhaps) that Kogawa remembers in her own
childhood experience of the internment in this way: “As I made myself do
one thing after another which was harder and harder, that forced effort cre-
ated calluses over my soul, calluses over the trepidation. It’s sort of like free-
falling. You fall and you find you land, and lo and behold, you’re not dead,
so you get up again” (Donohue 40).
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“Those Riddles That Adults Like”

Why war happens time and again must seem to children one of the crueler
riddles perpetrated by the adults who govern and teach and raise them. In
Hana’s Suitcase, Karen Levine’s remarkable story of young Japanese children
seeking to understand the Holocaust by reconstructing the life of a young
victim of Auschwitz, Levine notes that “the children are full of questions”
(3). Making available to young readers strong narratives about war will
engage them in thinking critically and seriously about one of humankind’s
oldest and grimmest pastimes. Why this project matters is, I think, best
articulated by British essayist Francis Spufford, who argues that the books
we read as children are among the most important we read in all our lives:

for the words we take into ourselves help shape us. They help form the questions
we think are worth asking; they shift around the boundaries of the sayable inside
us, and the related borders of what’s acceptable; their potent images, calling on
more in us than the responses we will ourselves to have, dart new bridges

into being between our conscious and unconscious minds, between what we
know we know, and the knowledge we cannot examine by thinking. They build
and stretch and build again the chambers of our imagination. (21-22)

The children are indeed full of questions, and they deserve the best
answers we are capable of giving them.

NOTES

That Tennyson’s verse celebrating empire was integrated into British Columbia class-
rooms is supported by a 1940 Vancouver School Board report referred to by Neil
Sutherland in a study of elementary schooling in Vancouver from the 1920s to the 1940s.
Sutherland records this caption to a picture of the Union Jack hung in school class-
rooms:
One Life One Fleet
One Flag One Throne
Tennyson. (105)
The idea that adult writers are mistaken in condescending to child readers is articulated
best, I think, by E.B. White:
Anyone who writes down to children is simply wasting his time. You have to write up,
not down. Children are demanding. They are the most attentive, curious, eager, obser-
vant, sensitive, quick, and generally congenial readers on earth. They accept, almost
without question, anything you present them with, as long as it is presented honestly,
fearlessly, and clearly. (242)
This fascination with the great generals of the Seven Years’ War is referred to by Timothy
Findley in The Wars. A photograph of Robert Ross in uniform is captioned by the
anonymous narrator’s reference to Benjamin West’s famous painting, The Death of
General Wolfe:
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Death is romantic—got from silent images. | lived—was young—and died. . . .The
Death of General Wolfe. Someone will hold my hand and | won't suffer pain because
I've suffered that already and survived. In paintings—and in photographs—there's
never any blood. At most, the hero sighs his way to death while linen handkerchiefs
are held against his wounds. (48-49)
G.A. Henty also played a part in promoting the cult of personality surrounding General
Wolfe with his 1887 adventure tale, With Wolfe in Canada. Findley notes Henty’s influ-
ence on Canadian boys who volunteer for service in the First World War. Aboard the S.S.
Massanabie headed from Canada to Europe, Captain Ord is described as taking to his
bed in order to drink brandy from a silver cup and read the works of Henty:
“What on earth are you reading that stuff for?” Clifford [Purchas] asked him; “God—I
haven’t seen those books since | was twelve,” he added. Ord said hoarsely that since
he was going to do a boy’s work he must read “the stuff of which boys are made” and
smiled. (59-60)

David Macfarlane’s 1991 The Danger Tree: Memory, War, and the Search for a Family’s Past
describes this tree and its significance in some detail.
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Steven Heighton

Simple

Back in a moment with more coverage of America’s New War!

—CNN, 09/14/01

This is simple as simple comes. He refills
your wine glass before you can argue.

There are no “New Wars,” only episodes

of that same crude, ancestral fever.

But every love’s a new thing—feels it—knotted,
frail collaboration. Fill his glass

with those deeper lees.

The foghorn, rusting of rain on park heroes,
low vespers of a glacial river all

give news enough for now. Refill his

mouth with the warm red wine

of your tongue, this is simple

as simple comes.
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Theodore Goossen

Writing the Pacific War in
the Twenty-First Century

Dennis Bock, Rui Umezawa,
and Kerri Sakamoto

The Unwritten War
The Pacific War began in 1931, with Japan’s invasion of Manchuria, and
ended in August of 1945, when Japan surrendered to the American-led Allies
just days after atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. It
is less familiar to most Canadians than the European theatre of World War
II because far fewer Canadian troops fought in the Pacific; indeed, after the
battle for Hong Kong in December of 1941, contacts were limited to those
between prisoners of war and their captors.! Moreover, the Pacific battle-
fields were scattered across a vast and unfamiliar expanse of land and sea.
The few contemporary Canadian novels that described it were shaped by
their authors’ cruel experience of incarceration in Japanese POW camps.?
In the context of this relative silence and distance, the recent publication
of three Canadian novels about the Pacific War—Dennis Bock’s The Ash
Garden (2001), Rui Umezawa’s The Truth about Death and Dying (2002),
and Kerri Sakamoto’s One Hundred Million Hearts (2003)—is striking.
While the Pacific War has not been entirely neglected—not only ex-POWs
but also Japanese Canadian writers have dealt with it—never has it been
treated on this scale, or with so much attention to the Japanese side. This
approach raises certain questions: how, for example, do these Canadian
authors bridge the geographic, temporal, and cultural gulf that divides
them from their subject matter? Are they able to craft Japanese characters
who are not stereotypes? Finally, why should Canadian novelists suddenly
be displaying an interest in the Pacific War nearly sixty years after the con-
flict ended?
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Before addressing these questions, I want to explain my own background,
for it has shaped my approach to the novels under discussion. [ am a spe-
cialist in twentieth-century Japanese literature; I have lived a quarter of my
life in Japan since my first stint there in 1968. Recently, my research has
touched on the resurgence of war literature in Japan, especially the case of
Haruki Murakami, Japan’s most popular writer both at home and abroad,
who, like me, was born several years after the Pacific War ended. One ques-
tion that naturally comes to mind, therefore, is whether there might be
some connection between the Japanese and the Canadian situations.
Another experience I have drawn from is a research project initiated in 1988
by the late Kinya (Ken) Tsuruta of the University of British Columbia,
which brought together Japanese, Canadian, and American scholars to
examine the ways Japanese and non-Japanese (French, British, Chinese,
etc.) have portrayed each other.? Our collective research demonstrated how
rare it was to find a “foreign” character not based on racial and cultural
stereotypes.* The tidal pull of Western Orientalism and Japanese
Occidentalism seemed almost inescapable.

The Ash Garden: “Facing” the Pacific War

Dennis Bock’s The Ash Garden (2001) tries to swim against this tide. It
examines the bombing of Hiroshima and its aftermath from the perspec-
tives of three people: Anton Boll, a German scientist and one of the fathers
of the Bomb; his wife Sophie, an Austrian whom Boll met in a Quebec
refugee camp during the war; and Emiko, a victim of the Bomb who moved
permanently to the United States in the 1950s when she and two dozen other
teenage “maidens” were brought from Japan for plastic surgery, preceded by
an appearance on a popular TV show. *

The Ash Garden is an intricate novel, albeit occasionally marred, as
Richard Lourie has noted, by the very neatness of its allegorical structure.®
Yet Boll and Sophie, far from being limited by their highly symbolic roles as
A-Bomb scientist and Holocaust survivor respectively, come across as
believable people whose marriage has been drained of joy by their contact
with the Bomb. They are, one might say, its invisible victims. Emiko, by
contrast, is the most visible victim one could imagine, an Elephant-Man-
like figure until her lengthy round of surgeries is completed, and afterwards,
an inexpressive mask. On the one hand, this history of disfigurement estab-
lishes her as the antithesis of the stereotypical Japanese woman, the beauti-
ful geisha with the mysterious smile. But has Bock merely exchanged one
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surface for another, an allegorical foil for a stereotypic cipher? Does Emiko,
in short, have a face—an identity—of her own, which can help us to under-
stand the Pacific War in human terms?

Identity, of course, is inscribed within a cultural context. Yet Japanese
culture is hardly Bock’s strong suit, as we can tell from the very first line, in
which Emiko describes Hiroshima as “the grassy floodplain that had been my
people’s home and misery for centuries” (3; italics in original). “Misery”? For
anyone familiar with the Japanese love of native place, this word does not
ring true. Nor is it conceivable that Emiko’s grandfather would lean down
to kiss her and her brother goodbye when he leaves the hospital ward where
they are being treated.” In short, from the outset it is apparent that, when it
comes to Japanese culture, Bock is in over his head. To make up for this
deficiency, Bock adopts a three-pronged narrative strategy: he places almost
complete emphasis on Emiko’s surface, i.e., her damaged face; he establishes
her initially as a small child; and, finally, he has her tell her own story, in
contrast to the third-person narration used for Bsll and Sophie.

Emiko’s face is a metaphor for many things. It is a technical “triumph”:
science replaces what science (in the form of the Bomb) has taken away. Like
postwar Japan, it is rebuilt from the ashes with American help, outwardly
normal-looking but lacking a full and natural range of expression. Emiko’s
face is also Hiroshima, the face of victimhood. On the surface, Hiroshima
today looks like any other Japanese metropolis, but its inhabitants still bear
the scars of August 6, 1945, both within their own country (where “marriage
detectives” still check to ensure that a prospective son- or daughter-in-law
has no A-bomb survivors [hibakusha) in the immediate family) and to a
lesser degree in the rest of the world. ® Bock presents Emiko as having over-
come the terrible suffering of her youth. Compared to Béll and Sophie, she
is at home in her adopted land and less tormented by the past; she even
speaks better English than they do. But it is not clear if she has ever ven-
tured outside the mask of her reconstructed face to touch anyone or to be
touched. Béll and Sophie at least have each other, but Emiko seems to have
no intimate relationships. Even the documentary films she makes, insofar as
Bock describes them, seem less evocative than the sculpted gardens created
by Sophie. Emiko records the world like a detached eye, as if in revenge for
the way that it has recorded her and her disfigurement.

Bock tries to fill out Emiko’s character by establishing her as a small child
in the opening sections of The Ash Garden. In the italicized prologue that
begins the novel, we see her at six years of age innocently playing beside a
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river with her younger brother. They see a passing plane drop something
“like a bloated body with dark skin.” Then, a few seconds later, her brother
turns away from the apparition:

The glint of a smooth stone had stolen away [my brother’s] attention. It glistened
at his knees in the brilliant morning sun, and suddenly it began to glow and the
stone rose up from its mud pocket, which in an instant turned hard-baked and
grey, and then | could not breathe and my mouth became a desert and the air
jumped alive with objects that never had flown before. (6)

We are thus introduced to Emiko moments before her life—and the world
at large—is transformed by the Bomb.’ In the scenes that follow, we see her
fighting for survival in the hospital ward and mourning the death of her
brother, whose hospital bed was beside hers. Bock hardly needs to delineate
Emiko’s character at this juncture. It is enough for us to feel her suffering as
a child of the Nuclear Age. This section is weakest when Bock tries to ascribe
specifically “Japanese” attitudes—about respecting the Emperor, sacrificing
for the nation, and, more generally, facing life with what might be termed a
Buddhist sense of resignation—to what is, after all, a six-year-old child.
Emiko’s character seems more credible the less information we are given.
This minimalist portrayal would be less convincing were it written in the
third person, a mode which requires, if not omniscience, at least a sure grasp
of context. In the first person, however, the limitations of Bock’s characteri-
zation are not so obvious. Emiko tells us only what she chooses to reveal. If,
compared to the other two main protagonists, she seems to have little inner
life, we can ascribe that to her reticence or to the imprint of traumatic events
a half-century old. As for her memories of those long-ago events, we can
assume that, as a child, she did not register them in the self-conscious or
analytical way an adult might. In short, Emiko’s incompleteness—-her dera-
cinated, two-dimensional personality—can be understood as a natural con-
sequence of the defining event of her life. In The Ash Garden, the contours
of Emiko’s identity, like the features of her face and of Hiroshima itself, have
been erased, then re-inscribed by the overwhelming force of the Bomb.

The Truth about Death and Dying: Our Town at War

The Pacific War may have been distant to most Canadians, but for those of
Japanese ancestry, it had immediate and far-reaching consequences. Even
those whose parents immigrated to Canada after the war, and who were
thus spared the trauma of internment, had their own hard memories to deal
with, for the war years and their aftermath caused unimaginable suffering
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in Japan.' It is no surprise, therefore, that the war plays an especially signif-
icant role in Japanese Canadian literature. Yet references to the Pacific War
in Japanese Canadian literature tend to be fairly brief, despite their often
crucial role. Joy Kogawa’s Obasan (1981) does not deal directly with the
Pacific War until its climactic scene when Naomi and her brother are read a
letter from their grandmother, graphically describing their mother’s sad fate
after the A-bomb was dropped on Nagasaki (258-63). The letter causes her
“children” (although both are adults by this time) sorrow and grief, but it
also frees them from the silence that has ruled their lives. This association of
the war with “the hidden truth” also characterizes Hiromi Goto’s A Chorus
of Mushrooms, where the brief but powerful sections dealing with the
grandmother’s past—her childhood in colonial Manchuria, her family’s
escape from the continent, the final conflagration that awaited them in
Japan—allow the narrator (and the reader) to begin to understand the
grandmother’s eccentric behaviour. Even in works like Terry Watada’s
Daruma Days, where the war in the Pacific is virtually ignored, we can feel
it lurking in the background, all the more disquieting for being invisible.!!

Rui Umezawa’s The Truth about Death and Dying and Kerri Sakamoto’s
One Hundred Million Hearts drag the Pacific War out into the light.
Umezawa, like Goto, was born in Japan but came to North America as a
small child; his father, like the father in The Truth about Death and Dying,
taught physics at a university in Wisconsin before moving to Alberta. Kerri
Sakamoto is a third-generation descendant of the first wave of Japanese
immigrants, the Issei, who arrived in Canada in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. (She is thus a Sansei, in contrast to Kogawa who is
Nisei or second-generation. Umezawa, in this parlance, is considered a
“new” Nisei: i.e., a child of postwar immigrants.) These positions inform
their treatment of the war and of life in Japan.

If, in The Ash Garden, the Pacific War is an epic drama, dominated by the
vast scale of the Bomb and the moral dilemmas it unleashed, Umezawa’s
The Truth presents the conflict in its most concrete and local form, as a force
which perverts and then crushes life in a small Japanese town. Umezawa
uses his familiarity with Japanese society to bring this community to life
with great skill: its residents are as quirky—and as interconnected—as we
might find in a similar settlement anywhere. The father of Shoji, the
teenaged hero of the wartime section of the novel, for example, is a man of
strong opinions who does not know when to keep his mouth shut, and who
likes to parade around in the nude. He has been exiled to this out-of-the-

60 Canadian Literature 179 / Winter 2003



way spot for having pointed out the incompetence of a senior physician;
now, with the war in full swing, he rails against the propaganda people are
being fed, and the waste of young men being sent to die in distant battles.
Opposed to him is Tamura, the leader of the local kempeitai, the dreaded
military police. Unlike the other villagers, Tamura is presented not as a dis-
tinct individual but as a living symbol of the demonic wartime system:

Who was this man? What gave him pleasure? What dreams did he dream? What
was his favorite food? ... Tamura was the personification of all the evils of the
Pacific War—of Japanese imperialism, of fascism, of prejudice, of stupidity. His
was the face that was ubiquitous during the war but to which no one would stake
claim afterwards. He appeared out of nowhere and would disappear into thin air.
(268-69)

Might Umezawa be suggesting that responsibility for the war can be laid at
the feet of a few war criminals like Tamura who wreaked havoc on an inno-
cent population and then vanished “into thin air”? Hardly. The ostensibly
good young men of the village were also capable of evil. Umezawa makes
this point by developing a figure in the Milwaukee/Toronto portion of the
novel who is a survivor of a Japanese POW camp. This character is one of
the least effective in The Truth, yet he fulfills a necessary function, for he
provides the means through which Japanese war atrocities—the wanton
gang rapes and murders, the casual brutalities of the POW camps, and so
forth—can be incorporated. He provides an external viewpoint that shifts
the action from Japan, where people suffered terribly, to abroad, where the
Japanese were the victimizers.'?

Balancing these two perspectives—the two sides of wartime Japan, as it
were—is one of the challenges of contemporary writing on the Pacific War,
whether in Japan or Canada. Umezawa’s strategy is to ridicule both the men
who planned the war and the masses who meekly accepted it:

Someone in Japan once said making war with the most powerful nation in the
world was a good idea, and everyone else pretended this made perfect sense.
Someone else said Japan should scare the Americans by flying its own planes
into their battleships, and everyone agreed again. If things went wrong, people
cut their stomachs open. All these exquisitely demented ideas were forever
unqguestioned. (198)

Umezawa shows how this wartime dementia affected ordinary citizens. The
villagers happily see off their newly enlisted sons as if they were “sending
the local softball team off to a regional tournament,” (12) while schoolyard
bullies dreamily contemplate the day when they will be “blown into tiny
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pieces in a glorious fireball” (13). As Shoji muses after his father’s death, “It
wasn’t the war. It was insanity. Insanity had started the war and kept it
going. And insanity had killed [my father], in more ways than one” (64).
Indeed, it is the father’s own act of “madness”—he calls the Emperor an
“inbred fool” and a “bastard”-—that leads to his violent end. In his final
moments, he reflects, “Was madness saying just what was needed, or was it
refraining from saying anything at all?” (270). In the face of mass insanity,
the only sane response, it seems, is to keep one’s mouth shut.

Nevertheless Shoji’s father’s final act of opposition is heroic. After the
war, Japanese intellectuals were criticized because they had not spoken out.
Why did so many “convert” (tenké) from socialism to patriotic nationalism
under pressure from the authorities?'* Some critics saw the answer in the
incomplete adjustment of the “Japanese psyche” to modernity. Japanese are
too dependent on their social circle, went the conventional argument, too
conformist.** They need to develop stronger egos and become more “indi-
vidualistic” like Americans. Umezawa shows some sympathy for this point
of view: at one point, for example, he muses that postwar Japanese workers
who lay down their lives for their jobs are like samurai in service to a feudal
lord, or, possibly, soldiers in the old Imperial Army. Yet his portrait of the
village, with its non-conformists, its renegades and wastrels, its light-fin-
gered maids and ribald old ladies, militates against such an essentialist con-
struction of “the Japanese.”

One Hundred Million Hearts: The War and the Nation

In the opening lines of Kerri Sakamoto’s One Hundred Million Hearts,
Miyo, a Canadian Sansei, says: “During the war my father learned to shoot
a rifle, lunge with his bayonet and march the perimeter of Okayama
Second Middle School, knees high and arms swinging. He had been born
in Vancouver but sent to Japan for schooling, then to a farther away place
he called Manchukuo”(1). This opening immediately establishes Hearts as a
novel which dares to examine “problem cases” omitted in previous Japanese
Canadian narratives, in particular the Nisei who found themselves in Japan
when hostilities began.'> Most were very young and had been sent there,
like Miyo’s father, for schooling: since racial prejudice severely restricted
opportunities in mainstream Canada, Japanese language skills were essential
to get ahead in the one place where decent work could be found—Japantown.
Yet the reception these Nisei students got in Japan—a country most had never
seen—could be as cold as what they had experienced in Canada. Caught
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between two nations, with a war looming on the horizon, some of these
stranded young people threw their support behind the Japanese war effort.

To focus on this group during the time of the Redress Movement (suc-
cessfully concluded in 1988), when Japanese Canadians and their supporters
were struggling to obtain official apology and compensation, would have
been regarded as counterproductive. Not a single act of sabotage or treason
had been committed in Canada by a Japanese Canadian; the expropriation
of property and the dispersal of the community to internment camps had
been both unjust and strategically unnecessary.!® But at the time of the
Redress Movement, maintaining this position (reflected in the title of Ken
Adachi’s history of the Japanese Canadians, The Enemy That Never Was
[1976]), required that experiences and individuals who might compromise
the “official narrative” had to be excluded. Sakamoto’s first novel, The
Electrical Field (1998), bent that narrative by creating characters so damaged
by the internment camp experience that it was almost impossible to sympa-
thize with them. With Hearts, however, she breaks it wide open. For Nisei
like Miyo’s father and the others around him did not just subsist in Japan
after the war broke out; they fought for the Imperial cause, in a few rare
cases even committing war crimes themselves.'

While over half of the action in The Ash Garden and The Truth About Death
and Dying takes place in the West, One Hundred Million Hearts is set almost
entirely in Japan. When Miyo’s father passes away, she learns that after her
mother’s death he had a second family that he kept a secret from her, and that
she has a younger half-sister, Hana, in Japan. As a result, Miyo, who is in her
thirties, travels there for the first time to meet Hana and learn more about her
father’s concealed past. Hana is convinced that their father was a “bad man,”
but her mother Setsuko (a Canadian Nisei who “returned” to Japan at war’s
end) sees him as a tragic figure whose noble desire to die for the Emperor as
a kamikaze pilot was thwarted by the end of the war. Indeed, his dying words
to Miyo, “Endure the unendurable,” are those used by Emperor Hirohito in
his radio address to the Japanese people announcing the surrender.'

Hearts is filled with the symbols of Japan’s wartime ideology: cherry blos-
soms, thousand-stitch amulets, martial songs, the kamikaze themselves. The
most important symbol, however, is Tokyo’s Yasukuni Shrine, where the
spirits of the nation’s fallen soldiers are enshrined as gods (kami).'> Setsuko
hopes that the shrine will relax its rules to permit her late husband (Miyo
and Hana’s father) to be enshrined there. Hana, on the other hand, despises
the ideology that sacrificed so many young men and bitterly resents her
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father for having deserted her. Nevertheless, she has befriended the clutch
of old women who dance for their fallen lovers beneath the cherry blossoms
at Yasukuni each spring, possibly because their suffering mirrors her own.
Caught between the contesting positions of her stepmother and half-sister,
Miyo must struggle to make some sense out of her father’s secret past.

Ironically, the only place Miyo’s father did fit in was Manchuria
{Manchukuo), a Japanese colony from 1932 to 1945. An old friend of his
reflects on what akogare no Manshii or “yearned-for Manchuria” meant to
Nikkei (i.e., persons of Japanese origin living abroad):

It was paradise. Where else would you see a white man carrying a yellow skib-

by’s bags, or the skibby telling him what floor he wanted in a hotel elevator? And

they were all nikkei—no matter where you came from, where you were born, you
were just as good as Japanese from Japan. World-class citizens with streetcars
to ride, roomy, reserved for Japanese only. You were a man one time in your life.

Back home, yellow skibby someone once called him on the street. It was forever

one ugly name or another, even in the neighbourhood around Powell Street.

Yellow skibby stuck, no escaping it. (139)

Miyo cannot imagine this level of racial hatred, nor does she know much
about the “neighbourhood around Powell Street”—i.e., Vancouver’s
Japanese community—which was decimated in 1942 when its inhabitants
were shipped off to the camps.?® He had told her almost nothing about his
life—he had never even spoken Japanese in front of her—in order to pro-
tect her from what he had undergone. To discover who he really was, she
must learn more about the world he inhabited. She must, in short, develop
a historical consciousness.

At one level, Miyo’s search for the past represents the emancipatory
struggles of a number of forcibly “infantilized” entities—women, the physi-
cally challenged, Japanese Canadians, and, most strikingly, the Japanese
nation itself. Much as the prewar Japanese were taught to rely on their
Emperor, Miyo, as the only child of a single parent, learned to depend
exclusively on her father. He in turn responded by encouraging her to lean
on him, thereby locking the two of them in a stultifying mutual depen-
dency. Finally, when her father faltered, she established a relationship with a
white man and shifted her dependency to him (much as Japan turned to
depend on America after the war), at which point she became able to regard
her father as a normal human being rather than an all-providing deity.

By using Hirohito’s most famous words—“endure the unendurable”—in
his final admonition to her, Miyo’s father overtly identifies himself with
the fallen “god” in whose name he had once fought, while at the same time
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pushing his daughter to stand on her own two feet. In this manner, Sakamoto
places Miyo’s personal struggle for emotional and physical independence
squarely alongside the struggle of the Japanese people to overcome pater-
nalistic authority and achieve political maturity in the modern era.
Unlike most Japanese evocations of the Pacific War—not to mention The
Truth about Death and Dying and The Ash Garden—Hearts contains no scenes
of carnage, no exploding bombs or maimed bodies. ?* Until the final sections
of the novel, the war’s brutality is conveyed indirectly, through art and snatches
of memory. Hana obsessively superimposes small photos of kamikaze pilots
and tiny bundles of yarn over a wall-sized picture of her father’s face and
then over a picture of the emperor. Wartime atrocities emerge from the
mist, are briefly confessed, then disappear again. Old women dance beneath
the cherry blossoms for lovers now too young to be their children. Like
Hana’s art, Hearts presents the Pacific War in montage form as a succession
of shifting images set against an ideologically charged historical backdrop.

Writing the Pacific War in Contemporary Canada and Japan

How has Sakamoto, a Sansei who has spent relatively little time in Japan,
managed to write so convincingly about the country and its wartime legacy?
The answer, I think, is twofold. First, like Bock, she approaches the problem
of characterization strategically, focusing on characters with whom she feels
the most affinity: in her case, “marginal” individuals who stand, sometimes
uncomfortably, between Canada and Japan. In fact, the only culturally
unambiguous characters in Hearts are Miyo’s and Hana’s boyfriends, both
of whom are easily forgettable. The rest of the cast is more mixed and far
more interesting: Nisei with close ties to Japan like the girls’ father, his wife
Setsuko, and his “buddy” from his Manchuria days; International (i.e.,
English-language) school products like Hana and her circle, whose educa-
tion and background set them apart from Japanese society;? and, finally,
Miyo herself, a faltering, self-conscious loner in Canada who discovers her
true strength in Japan. The second reason why Sakamoto is able to evoke
Japan so well is that she has worked long and hard to familiarize herself
with Japanese culture, seeking out the research materials and expert sources
she needed to fill in whatever she lacked in direct experience.

Sakamoto mentions some of her most important sources in the acknowl-
edgements at the end of Hearts, a gesture one can also find in contemporary
Japanese novels about the Pacific War. Haruki Murakami, for example,
includes a short list of works consulted at the end of his best-selling The
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Wind-Up Bird Chronicle. Both reading lists represent the best of North
American and Japanese scholarship: Alvin Coox’s massive study of the bat-
tle of Nomonhan, for example, was a crucial source for Haruki’s research,
while Sakamoto has drawn substantially from recent historical works in
English (especially John Dower’s Embracing Defeat) that incorporate the
work of Japanese scholars. (Bock is indebted to Dower’s book as well.) This
convergence of scholarly research makes a wealth of new information avail-
able to novelists—from Canada, Japan, or elsewhere—who seek to describe,
not just battles and atrocities, but the tenor of life in Japan and its colonies
before, during, and immediately after the Pacific War.

The mere availability of historical research, however, cannot fully explain
why Canadian and Japanese novelists born after the end of the Pacific War
are now taking it up in their work. Some years ago, I had the opportunity to
talk with Haruki Murakami shortly before he completed The Wind-Up Bird
Chronicle. We found ourselves talking about our fathers and the war. His
had fought in China, mine in Europe. Neither, we felt, had been particularly
forthcoming about what they had experienced, or about how it had changed
them. Soon they would be taking their stories to the grave. Had they told
those stories to us, might we have looked at our fathers differently? In
Japan’s case especially, what have been the broader social and psychological
costs of the secrecy surrounding the war? Later, I reflected that I had been
too harsh on my father. Was it not up to the child, after all, to fill in imagi-
natively what the parent could not express—to develop, as it were, his or
her own powers of what has been termed “postmemory”? Perhaps many
works of literature could be subtitled “Stories my parent(s) never told me.”

Still, of the three Canadian writers discussed here only Umezawa, who
began writing what turned into The Truth immediately after the death of
his own father, may be seen to have conjured up an actual parent’s “untold
stories” as a starting point for fiction. ** Bock and Sakamoto, by contrast,
deal with the image of the father (or, in Bock’s case, perhaps the grand-
father) as a more overtly symbolic figure. Yet they too are involved in a
process of retrieval, imaginatively bringing to life the experiences of those
who lived through the war and now are passing from the scene. There may
be some who feel that, in contrast to the European theatre of war, the war in
the Pacific is less relevant to Canadians because fewer fought and died
there. In fact, however, several million Asian Canadians—not to mention
many others with personal ties to that part of the globe—carry the legacy of
the Pacific War in some form or other. Moreover, all of us are in a deep
sense children of the A-Bomb, and thus linked to Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
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Whatever our origins may be, therefore, we benefit from the opportunity
these three novels provide to envision more clearly what the Pacific War
meant in human terms, and how it shaped the world we confront today.

NOTES

1 For a description of these contacts, see Roy, Mutual Hostages.

2 Dagmar Novak’s study of Canadian war novels discusses only two works about the
Pacific War: William Allister’s A Handful of Rice (1961), and James Jackson’s To the Edge of
Morning (1964).

3 Selected proceedings of the initial conference were published in English as The Walls
Within: Images of Westerners in Japan and Images of the Japanese Abroad. The project also
led to two books in Japanese: Uchinaru kabe (The Walls Within, TBS Britannica, 1990),
which added many new articles to the original proceedings, and Nihon bungaku ni okeru
“tasha” (The “Other” in Japanese Literature, Shinyosha, 1994 ).

4 This has changed recently as more and more young Canadians have written about their

experiences travelling and/or teaching English in Japan in fictional form. See, for exam-

ple, Sarah Sheard’s Almost Japanese, Steven Heighton’s Flight Paths of the Emperor, and

Peter Oliva’s The City of Yes for attempts to represent Japan in non-Orientalist terms.

Other examples can be found in Descant 89/26.2 which includes a selection of Canadian

writing on Japan.

See Barker.

Lourie notes that Sophie’s name seems to cite the horrors of the death camps (cf. Sophie’s

Choice). Boll’s name may be an ironic reference to the post-war German writer Heinrich

Boll, regarded by many as the moral conscience of his age, who railed against the folly of

the war and the crimes committed in its name.

7 It may seem essentialist to declare what is and is not normative in Japanese culture. But the
deep attachment and love for “native place” (which, for example, underpins probably the
greatest “Hiroshima novel” ever written, Masuji Ibuse’s Black Rain [1968]) is so basic that
its rejection by a Japanese character must be supported by other (personal or historical)
factors to be plausible. Similarly, the custom of public, non-sexual kissing, rare even today,
would be alien to a Japanese person born, as Emiko’s father was, in the nineteenth century.

8 The purpose here, of course, is to protect future generations from genetic damage. Other
things these detectives search for include insanity, inherited disease or disability, and
ancestors who are non-Japanese or burakumin (literally “people of the hamlets,” former
outcasts once known by the discriminatory term eta).

9 This narrative strategy mirrors that used by John Hersey in his classic Hiroshima, pub-
lished a year after the bombing, which profiles six survivors of the Hiroshima blast.

10 The extent of the suffering before and after the surrender is well captured in chapter

three of Dower’s War Without Mercy, “Kyodatsu: Exhaustion and Despair.” The most

moving fictional treatment is Akiyuki Nosaka’s short story, “A Grave of Fireflies,” based
on the author’s experience of watching his sister starve to death.

Ironically, the one exception occurs in the next-to-last story, “The Moment of Truth,” in

which the white policeman “Fitz” thinks back to his war years in the South Pacific.

Otherwise, the war is reconstituted, as it were, in the brutality of the work camps under

the dictatorial control of Etsuji Morii, who comes across as 2 homeland version of a

Japanese fascist thug.
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The Pacific War

Umezawa thus avoids the Japanese tendency to shift all responsibility for the war, and the
manner in which it was carried out, to the power elite. As Lisa Yoneyama, citing Yamaguchi
Yasushi, writes: “Marxists and other progressive critics relegated the responsibility of the
ordinary people to the ruling elites and thus spared the former from a full investigation
into their participation in national projects. The post-war Enlightenment paradigm has
to a large extent endorsed blaming the activities of wartime leaders and their supporters
alone for prewar and wartime disasters” (Hiroshima Traces 10-11). Such a construction
has encouraged many Japanese to see themselves purely in the role of victim.

See Arima’s The Failure of Freedom and Keene’s Dawn to the West, especially chapters 22
and 23.

See Yoneyama (10).

For a brief account of this group (the kika Nisei) and the difficulties they experienced in
Japan, see Adachi (174-78). According to the 1944 Department of Labour Report cited by
Adachi, 1,500 Canadian-born Nisei were residing in Japan in 1941, the majority of whom
were young children.

See Kogawa (273) and, for the American case, Farewell to Manzanar (xiii).

See, for example, the case of the Kamloops Kid, one Kanao Inouye, a BC-born man
charged with twenty-seven counts of overt cruelty at a war crimes tribunal in Hong
Kong, and finally executed there in 1947 for treason (Roy et al. 73).

The classical diction of the Japanese phrase that Sakamoto quotes in the text (185)—tae-
gataki o tae, shinobigataki o shinobi—would not have been easily understood by Miyo. It
is not clear if it is her father or Setsuko who translates it into English for her.

For a concise description of Yasukuni, see Buruma (219-25). Another excellent source is
“An Ordinary Woman,” the second chapter of Norma Field’s In the Realm of a Dying
Emperor. In this chapter, Field recounts the story of a widow determined not to have her
husband enshrined at Yasukuni; her stand caused an uproar in Japan. Even today, visits
of national leaders to Yasukuni, which were resumed in the late 1980s by the then Prime
Minister Nakasone, are front-page news.

Although remnants of Powell Street’s past still exist, the community that once flourished
there is no more. As Midge Ayukawa has written about the wartime expulsion, “The
Japanese community (on the West Coast) was destroyed, and the Issei . . . who had con-
trolled the former communities were too old to start again and had lost their power
bases” (139).

This has been a central and ongoing theme in Japanese political and historical thought
since the postwar years. See, for example, Maruyama; Koschmann.

Japanese war literature is vast and diverse, but most works include at least some scenes
of devastation and slaughter. See, for example, the novels by Ibuse, Ooka, Murakami,
and Okuizumi. For a discussion of Japanese A-Bomb literature and the victim/victimizer
issue in post-war Japan, see Treat.

My daughters, both of whom have attended Japanese schools, confirm that these “bicul-
tural” children often call themselves “Third Culture Kids.”

Taken from Umezawa’s welcoming speech at a book launch for his novel held at the Leo
Kamen Gallery, Toronto, October 2002.
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Marilyn lwama

Potluck

... today’s crisis is one of unconscious feeling of ultranationalism in
Japan. A very big feeling . . .
—Oe Kenzaburo (Nobel Laureate, 1994)

What’s going to happen to Oe Kenzaburd now,
with grandsons of the war crying banzai
again, calling justice masochism?

Did you hear the news?
They’re saying Nanking is a lie.

They’re saying
the women wanted comfort,
moving up.

In someone’s idea of a world, maybe.

A world free of mirrors

like the one Oe hoards in his pocket

against the possibility

a feeble general might be having second thoughts,
might dare his reflection. Remember

our last getting-to-know-you potluck?

How determined we were to gather

nations in our kitchen?

Remember our guest shouting
girl you dor’t know anything they don’t teach you
anything your grandfathers destroyed our country raped
our grandmothers . . .
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Remember how you and the girl sat across the table,
sharing the spittle of the woman’s words?

How she went on.

Until all that remained was to cradle the girl
in the nursery, crooning

all the pretty little horses as if

I might mother the war away.

The tears in the girl’s eyes.
Her obedient body.
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Amy Tector

A Righteous War?

L.M. Montgomery’s Depiction of the
First World War in Rilla of Ingleside

0n March 11, 1919, Lucy Maud Montgomery wrote in
her journal: “I began work on my tenth novel today. It is to be another ‘Anne’
story—and I fervently hope the last—dealing with her sons and daughters
during the years of war. That will end Anne—and properly. For she belongs
in the green untroubled pastures and still waters of the world before the
war” (2: 390). Montgomery did not particularly want to write another Anne
story, but the public and her publishers were insatiable. Written in the
immediate aftermath of a war that had changed the nation and affected
Montgomery deeply, Rilla of Ingleside is the first novel she wrote purpose-
fully to advance a specific point of view. She explains her aims in a 1921 let-
ter to her friend Ephraim Weber: “It is really a ‘story for girls’—the heroine
being a young girl who lives her girlhood in the years of the great war and
I wrote it as a tribute to the girlhood of Canada. So it’s my only ‘novel with
a purpose’ (29). Montgomery wanted to show the effects of the war on
Canadians, but she was limited by the constraints of the Anne books. She
could not veer too far from the setting, character, or tone of the series with-
out disappointing, and perhaps alienating, her fans and publishers. Rilla
reflects Montgomery’s struggle to chronicle the impact of the First World
War within the expected parameters of the Anne series.

Early critics underestimated the constraints that Montgomery struggled
against. In 1976, long before the current flowering of interest in Montgomery’s
work, Margery Fee and Ruth Cawker summed up the novel’s attitude to war
in one trivializing sentence: “Rilla degenerates into a chauvinistic tract for
Canadian support of Great Britain in World War One” (76). In recent years,
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critics such as Owen Dudley Edwards, Elizabeth Waterston, Mary Rubio,
and Elizabeth Epperly have disputed this dismissal of Rilla. They have argued
that, far from being “a chauvinistic tract,” the novel contains subversive
elements that challenged contemporary attitudes to the war.

Edwards, for example, sees Rilla as a rich source of material on attitudes
of the day: “Montgomery’s keen observation, social perceptions, commu-
nity cartography, delicious irony, catalysis in comedy, infectious pathos
make her works admirably serviceable to the historian with the sense to use
her” (“Intention” 126). One historian who has used Rilla is Jonathan Vance,
who argues in Death So Noble that Rilla portrays an “entirely traditional view
of the war’s impact on a small Canadian town” (237). Vance maintains that
the novel is complicit in the myth construction that comforted a society
unable to face the futility of the Great War. Attributing Rilla’s popularity
(27,000 copies of the book sold in the interwar years) to its cozy message
about the war, he claims that while, “[a]s a piece of literature it is not
Montgomery’s best” (176), Canadians bought the novel because they craved
its outlook, filled as it was with “stock characters” and an idealization of
war (175). His argument echoes Fee and Cawker’s assessment that Rilla is
an unsophisticated reflection of wartime propaganda and myth.

Certainly Montgomery shows a troubling enthusiasm for the war, espe-
cially considering the novel was written after the conflict ended. But to
focus only on this aspect of Rilla ignores the complexity of the novel and
the astonishing scope of issues tackled within this “story for girls.” In the
course of the novel Montgomery explores sacrifice, wartime idealism, femi-
nism, the development of a Canadian literature, and the emergence of a
Canadian identity.

As her March 11, 1919 journal entry indicated, Montgomery viewed the
world as “green and untroubled” before the conflict. She thus frames World
War I as the disruptor of the natural order. When Anne Shirley arrived in
Avonlea in 1908, her adventures at the Green Gables farm represented a pas-
toral escape for most readers. Twelve years later, the mud of Flanders and
the scarred landscape of no man’s land were grim realities that Montgomery
could not gloss over. Rather than plunge her readers into the world of gas
attacks, trench foot, and bombardments, Montgomery sets Rilla in the
midst of familiar bucolic harmony. She demonstrates the destructiveness of
war by graphically illustrating what it does to this harmony.

From the opening line of the novel—“It was a warm, golden-cloudy, lov-
able afternoon” (9)—Montgomery immerses readers in an extraordinarily
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Montgomery

enjoyable environment. The time at Ingleside prior to the war is idyllic, as
Montgomery strives to convey the sense of an Edwardian Summer before
the conflict tears the world apart. The title of the first chapter, “Glen ‘Notes’
and Other Matters,” emphasizes the commonplace hominess of Ingleside.
The children from Rainbow Valley days have nothing more urgent on
their minds than with whom they will “sweetheart.” Chapters called “Dew
of Morning” and “Moonlight Mirth” place the characters’ actions within
a beneficent natural world. When Rilla, the fifteen-year-old heroine, first
appears, she is swinging dreamily in a hammock; she remarks that the
weather lately has been “perfect in every way” (25). Ingleside is full of
“golden pools of sunshine and plots of alluring shadows” (21). Nothing,
not even a shadow, is negative in prewar Glen St. Mary.

The violence of the war manifests itself in Rilla through letters home
from the front, and it is explicitly depicted through natural imagery.
Montgomery’s readers, used to the “glistening glades” of the Anne books,
are jolted, just as her characters are, by the boys’ letters. Jem, Rilla’s oldest
brother, writes to their father:

Rats everywhere—no fire—a drizzling rain coming down—rather dismal. . . . We

have been under fire since the last week of February. One boy—he was a Nova

Scotian—was killed right beside me yesterday. A shell burst near us and when

the mess cleared away he was lying dead. . . . We’re in an absolutely different
world. (126)

Uncomfortable, unsafe, and violent: the environment of war is unlike any-
thing Montgomery’s characters have experienced before. Montgomery uses
the language of dislocation and nightmare to describe the actual space of
war. Jerry Meredith, Rilla’s childhood neighbour, writes home describing
no man’s land: “Dead men were all around me, lying on the horrible grey,
slimy fields” (134). The dreadfulness of this scene lies as much in the “grey,
slimy fields” as in the bodies of the dead.

The boys go to fight, not only for ideas of Canada and Empire, but also
for the physical space of home. Jem writes to his father:

When | saw what had been done here to homes and gardens and people—well,

dad, | seemed to see a gang of Huns marching through Rainbow Valley and the

Glen, and the garden at Ingleside. There were gardens over here—beautiful gar-

dens with the beauty of centuries—and where are they now? Mangled, dese-
crated things! (127)

Part of the horror of the war for Jem is its destruction of order. A garden is
a manifestation of the human ability to civilize nature. War teaches Jem that
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humanity also has the capability to create chaos. He understands this new
insight in religious terms and views what is happening to the land as a
“desecration.”

Rilla’s brother Walter, who is characterized as an aesthete, does not fear
the pain of war as much as he fears its ugly destructiveness, especially when
juxtaposed against Ingleside:

War was a hellish, horrible, hideous thing—too horrible and hideous to happen. ...

The mere thought of it was hideous, and made Walter unhappy in its threat to the

beauty of life. He would not think of it. . . . How beautiful the old Glen was, in its

August ripeness, with its chains of bowery old homesteads, tilled meadows and
quiet gardens. (31)

War frightens Walter because he cannot stand the possibility of being dis-
connected from nature: “To be blind—never to see the beauty of the world
again—moonlight on Four Winds—the stars twinkling through the fir
trees—mist on the gulf” (61). His final letter home juxtaposes the beauty of
Ingleside with the ugliness of war: “Always home has seemed so far away—
so hopelessly far away from this hideous welter of filth and blood” (239).
Walter’s entire conception of war rests on his appreciation of pastoral beauty.

Even Rilla, protected in her cozy world, senses the discontinuity between
Ingleside’s charm and the carnage on the fields of France: “How can spring
come and be beautiful in such horror?” asks Rilla in her diary (128). Indeed,
nature distances those who stay at home from their loved ones on the front:
“When the sun shines and the fluffy yellow catkins are coming out on the
willow trees down by the brook, and the garden is beginning to be beautiful
I can’t realize that such dreadful things are happening in Flanders” (128).
Rilla’s agony at discovering Walter’s enlistment is illustrated by her suddenly
altered attitude to nature: “The frogs were singing in the marshes, the dim,
ensilvered fields of home lay all around them. The spring night was lovely
and appealing. Rilla felt that its beauty was an insult to her pain. She would
hate moonlight forever” (150). Until this point, it would be unthinkable for
a heroine in the Anne series to declare a hatred for moonlight. Rilla’s state-
ment is revolutionary, akin to having Anne announce her desire to pack
her bags and move to a walk-up in downtown Toronto. By juxtaposing the
pastoral safety of Ingleside with the chaos of war, Montgomery is able to
give readers the sense of dislocation and terror that the war evoked, without
alienating them from the story.

While she admits to the brutality of the conflict, Montgomery does not
overtly question the reasons for the war. Vance discusses the difficulties for
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Montgomery

those who may have wished to analyze the meaning of the conflict: “In the
first place, any attempt to question the war or its aftermath raised the hack-
les of people who saw such questioning, not in the spirit of intellectual
enquiry but as an attack on the fallen and their sacrifice” (264). Montgomery
had no desire to question the value of the soldiers’ deaths. In a letter to
Ephraim Weber in 1916, she chastises her friend for even raising the possi-
bility that the war was not a noble endeavour:

Surely, surely, you cannot so have missed the very meaning of this war—that it is

a death-grapple between freedom and tyranny, between modern and medieaval

[sic] ideals . . . between the principles of democracy and militarism. | believe that

it is the most righteous war that England ever waged and worthy of every drop
of Canadian blood. (5)

Montgomery’s passionate defence of what Vance terms the “sanctity of the
fallen” (263) precludes any assessment of whether or not the conflict really
was the “death-grapple” she describes.

Walter is the emblem of masculine sacrifice in Rilla. Montgomery posi-
tions him as the saintly soldier visionary as early as Rainbow Valley, the
novel that preceded Rilla. As Edwards and Litster make clear, Walter’s
schoolyard scrap in Rainbow Valley with the bully Dan Reese prefigures the
battles Canadian boys will have to fight in Europe (37-38). Walter is the first
one to see the mystical Piper, luring the children away at the end of
Rainbow Valley. In Rilla Walter, unlike Jem, understands precisely what he
is getting into when he heads off to war: “I see myself thrusting a bayonet
through another man. . . . I see myself lying alone torn and mangled, burn-
ing with thirst on a cold, wet field” (106). Yet Walter still chooses to fight.
Montgomery idealizes Walter as the ultimate citizen soldier, fully aware of
the consequences of his actions, but still prepared to defend the Empire.
When he finally meets death, in the form of the Piper piping him to his end,
Walter is not afraid because he has faith in the value of his sacrifice:

I've helped to make Canada safe for the poets of the future—for the workers of

the future, ay and the dreamers too . . . the future, not of Canada only, but of the

world—when the red rain of Langemarck and Verdun shall have brought forth a

golden harvest—not in a year or two, as some foolishly think, but a generation
later, when the seed sown shall have time to germinate and grow. (240-41)

Walter’s words are bitterly ironic to later readers because the seed sown by
the First World War came to fruition in the second. Nonetheless,
Montgomery believes that sacrifices like Walter’s are valuable, and she
places his death at the centre of the story.
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Montgomery was aware that her stance on the war angered some people.
Indeed, she takes a rather tart tone in her journal with a reader who criti-
cized the novel for its war-mongering: “Can’t the poor moron realize the
difference between offensive and defensive war. I wrote Rilla not to ‘glorify
war’ but to glorify the courage and patriotism and self-sacrifice it evoked”
(3: 387). While her journal and letters never express doubt about the value
of the 60,000 Canadian war deaths, Montgomery’s fiction is more ambiva-
lent. Several elements in Rilla suggest that Montgomery did indeed question
the war and its purposes.

One such element is “The Piper,” a poem that Walter writes about the
war. Edwards cites it as the most subversive element in the text. Reading it
in the context of Robert Browning’s “Pied Piper of Hamlin,” Edwards inter-
prets Walter’s poem as an indictment of the corrupt civilization that
thoughtlessly sacrificed a generation of young men. He claims that Walter
was “a boy lured to his death by a lying piper” (“Intention” 135). Because we
never see Walter’s poem, we are left to imagine its content based on a few
clues. The theme of “keeping the faith” is deliberately reminiscent of John
McCrae’s “In Flanders Fields,” but the poem’s title conjures up Browning’s
malevolent Piper. Indeed, the references to an enthralling Piper in Rilla and
in the earlier Rainbow Valley strengthen the link between the unseen poem
and Browning’s work. By withholding Walter’s poem, Montgomery allows
it to be used in two ways: as a patriotic homage to the Fallen, but also as a
subtle critique of the way in which they were robbed of their lives.

Edwards also cites young Bruce Meredith’s murder of his kitten, Stripey,
as an example of Montgomery’s willingness to question the value of the
slaughter of so many young men. Bruce kills his cat as a deliberate offering
to God: “I thought if T sacrificed Stripey, God would send Jem back. So I
drowned him—and oh mother, it was awful hard” (323). Edwards claims
that through Bruce’s action, Montgomery portrays war as “the Carthaginian
Moloch, to whom children were sacrificed for military gain” (“Intention”
134). On some level, Montgomery acknowledges the possibility that the
sacrifice of a generation of Canadian men may have been futile.

Montgomery’s view of the war’s purpose presents a similar combination
of overt approval and indirect questioning. Montgomery defended wartime
values in a 1922 letter to Weber: “I can not understand your attitude to the
Great War. When Germany outraged Belgium and swooped down on
France would you have had England sit still without lifting a finger? Would
you have enjoyed the eventual result of a Germany-ridden world?” (39;
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empbhasis in original). Walter’s reservations about joining up do not come
from doubt about whether it is a just fight, but from his fear that war will
be painful and ugly. Montgomery reinforces the idea that the Germans, led
by the war-mongering Kaiser, deliberately left Belgium to starve (108). Her
support of the official version of the war is disturbing to the modern reader,
but, as Peter Buitenhuis points out, Montgomery’s pro-war viewpoint fit
squarely into the thinking of her day. Buitenhuis writes of many popular
Canadian novelists of the time, including Montgomery:

They maintained that the war, in spite of everything, was necessary and morally

justifiable. These novelists were in effect writing a new version of the old story of

the new world coming in to redress the balance of the old and bringing a vision
of a better future rising from the ashes of a strife-torn Europe. (155)

Mr. Meredith, Glen St. Mary’s wise pastor, articulates the idea of the war as
a fresh start: “We are witnessing the birth-pangs of a new era—but it will be
born a feeble, wailing life like everything else. I am not one of those who
expect a new heaven and a new earth as the immediate result of this war”
(209). Mr. Meredith’s expectations reflect the national spirit of optimism at
war’s end, although in markedly cautious tones.

Like her vision of soldier sacrifice, Montgomery’s attitude toward the
war’s purpose is more nuanced than first appearances would suggest. The
only pacifist in the novel is the ridiculous Whiskers-on-the-moon. He is
also the book’s villain and comedic element.! Yet when he addresses the
prayer-meeting, he sounds reasoned and sane: “He prayed that the unholy
war might cease—that the deluded armies being driven to slaughter on the
western front might have their eyes opened to their iniquity and repent—
that the poor young men present in khaki who had been hounded into a
path of murder and militarism could yet be rescued” (218). His speech is
given further legitimacy by the fact that it is delivered at the prayer-meeting.

Montgomery also explores some of the troubling undercurrents of the
militarist cause. The congregation’s reaction to the peace prayer exposes the
violence beneath Glen St. Mary’s placid surface. Norman Douglas assaults
Whiskers-on-the-moon. Douglas is a big man, and the attack reminds at
least one observer of “a huge mastiff [shaking] an overgrown puppy” (220).
Douglas, with the tacit approval of the congregation, verbally abuses
Whiskers, calling him a “pestilential parasite,” “Hunnish scum,” and
“indecent reptile” (219). When the physical and verbal intimidation is over,
Douglas boasts, “I reckon you won’t be troubled with any more pacifist
prayers” (220). Whiskers-on-the-moon also has his windows smashed and
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his crop almost ruined for expressing his opinions about the war. Although
she endorses the reasons for war, Montgomery, through the persecution of
Whiskers, suggests the narrowness of public opinion concerning pacifists.

Rilla’s reaction to Walter’s enlistment is another indirect critique of the
militarist cause. Walter is Rilla’s most beloved sibling. By the time he joins
up, she has read of the misery of war in the newspapers and the boys’ letters
home. Rilla knows the conflict will not be over quickly, and that it could
easily result in death for any soldier going to the front. Despite this knowl-
edge, she is secretly comforted when her brother joins up: “Amid all of her
pain she was conscious of an odd feeling of relief in some hidden part of
her soul, where a little dull, unacknowledged soreness had been lurking all
winter. No one—no one could ever call Walter a slacker now” (152). Her
reaction is an implicit criticism of the way war has perverted values, for
Rilla willingly sacrifices her beloved Walter to the Piper’s call.

One aspect of Rilla shows no ambivalence: its treatment of the female role
in war work. Despite her interest in chronicling the conflict, Montgomery’s
novel is not a story of combat. The heart of the story lies at Ingleside. Rilla
begins with the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand and ends with the sol-
diers’ return, encompassing the entire sweep of the war from the female
perspective. Montgomery was pleased with a letter she received from a Mr.
Douglas on November 24, 1921, and she copied it into her journal, evidently
feeling that he understood precisely what she was trying to do:

You have written a very wonderful book—a book that will live, | think, when most
of the ephemeral literature of the time will be forgotten. You have visualized the
soul of the Canadian people in the war; you have given a true picture of what we
went through during five long years of agony . . . the storm and stress of home
life during those anxious days have never received audible expression, except in
your wonderful book. (3: 27)

Montgomery’s determination to express the “soul of the Canadian peo-
ple” makes Rilla a valuable record of the events and attitudes of the day,
especially concerning the heroic role of women in wartime. As the sensitive
Walter remarks: “It must be a horrible thing to be a mother in this war—the
mothers and sisters and wives and sweethearts have the hardest time” (158).
Rilla echoes this sentiment when she says to Anne, after Walter’s enlistment:
“Our sacrifice is greater than his . . . our boys give only of themselves, we
give them” (153). Montgomery poignantly demonstrates the courage of
motherhood when Shirley asks Anne if he may go to war. She spends a terri-
ble night thinking about the loss of Joyce, Walter’s death, her fears for Jem,
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and her sadness at her girls’ vanished youth. She thinks: “surely she had
given enough” (257). Nonetheless, the next morning she tells her youngest
son to go. Even Susan, the dowdy, unromantic maid, becomes an emblem
of female heroism: “She was one of the women—courageous, unquailing,
patient, heroic—who made victory possible” (306).

Montgomery’s portrayal of home-front sacrifice empowers her female
characters, for she makes it clear that women have a definite role to play in
victory. Initially, Rilla has a very poor view of what she can accomplish:
“[Kenneth’s] thoughts were full of this Great Game which was to be played
out on blood-stained fields with empires for stakes—a Game in which
womankind would have no part. Women, thought Rilla miserably, just had
to sit at home and cry” (48). There seems to be no space for women to fight
in this war. When Walter confesses that he does not want to go, he feels use-
less and exclaims: “I—I should have been a girl” (61). The tomboyish Faith
expresses bitter regret that she is not a boy, so that she could take part in the
conflict (54). Slowly, however, it becomes apparent that women do have a
role to play. Not only is their support of the menfolk valued, but the prosaic
fact of women’s work is recognized. Donna Coates notes that several home-
front novels by women used this setting to make certain feminist points: “It
could be argued that Canadian writers are war profiteers, seizing the chaos
occasioned by war to vanquish women’s subordinate status” (68). The
women in Rilla certainly profit from these new freedoms. Rilla takes on the
responsibility of raising an orphaned war baby. Walter acknowledges the
heroism in her actions: “It took more courage for you to tackle five pounds
of new infant, Rilla-my-Rilla, than it would take for Jem to face a mile of
Germans” (89). Eventually, even Faith, the girl devastated that she could
not fight, finds a way to participate when she sails across the Atlantic to join
the Voluntary Aid Detachment (261). Despite Rilla’s doubts, women can
contribute more than tears to the war effort. As Elizabeth Epperly notes,
“by the end of the novel we find that the apparently passive, apparently
secondary role the women take is essential for the war effort and, equally
importantly, to the continuation of a life of values and vision after the war”
(114). Female work is the central fact of the novel.

Rilla is in part a female Bildungsroman. Early in the book Anne says of
her youngest daughter: “She has no serious ideas at all—her sole aspiration
seems to be to have a good time” (16). Rilla desperately wants to be thought
grown-up, but it is obvious that she is not. She responds to her teacher
Gertrude’s dream of impending war in a shallow manner: “I hope it doesn’t
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mean there’s a storm coming up from the east to spoil the party” (30). Initially,
like Faith, Rilla wishes she were a boy so she could participate in the conflict
(57). According to Kornfeld and Jackson, this “dissatisfaction with a society
that offers so few options for women” is a characteristic of the female
Bildungsroman (145). Gradually, Rilla sheds her selfish vanity and manages
to contribute to the war effort. By the end of the novel she has skilfully
managed the Junior Red Cross, raised a war baby, risen above Irene’s petti-
ness, organized a wedding, and worked at a tedious job in a store. In her
finest hour, even after she learns that Walter has enlisted, Rilla continues on
with the Red Cross concert and does her part: “She places public duty
before private feelings and fulfills her responsibilities” (Wiggins 74). Rilla
matures into a responsible and confident woman who can take her place

as a useful member of her community. Rilla learns that she does not have
to be a boy to effect change.

Montgomery’s portrayal of the maid Susan complements the story of Rilla’s
maturation. According to Kornfeld and Jackson, an unmarried woman has
a specific function in a female Bildungsroman: “Not bitter, disillusioned or
unfulfilled, spinsters play an important role in the lives of the heroines and
their communities. The vital and interesting role of the spinster in these
novels indicates to the reader that a single woman can have a fulfilling life”
(145). Susan achieves this fulfillment directly through her role in home-front
activities. At the beginning of the book Susan sees herself as a drudge. She
hates any mention of her age, “Not from vanity, but from a haunting dread
that people might come to think her too old to work” (14). She initially
reads the Daily Enterprise solely for the “Glen Notes.” Montgomery makes a
point of her ignorance when Susan demands: “Who is this Archduke man
who has been murdered?” (19). When Rilla reads that the war would last
three years, Susan says, “I'm not acquainted with Lord Kitchener, but I
daresay he makes mistakes as often as other people. Your father says it will
be over in a few months and I have as much faith in his opinion as I have
in Lord Anybody’s” (57). Yet by the end of the novel, Susan regularly defies
patriarchy by challenging Gilbert, the head of the Blythe household, on
war matters. She becomes discerning in her judgments and disparages the
experts: “As for the military critics they do not know one blessed thing
aboutit. . . . They have been mistaken times out of number” (297). Susan
has surprised herself with her public speaking abilities, learned to care
about suffrage, worked in the fields to bring in a crop, and even rejected a
marriage proposal. Her new confidence is evident in her response to Cousin
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Sophia’s prediction that the Germans will soon overrun Canada: “The Huns
shall never set foot in P.E.I as long as I can handle a pitchfork” (297). The
gratification that Susan earlier took in her place in the community and in
her domestic capabilities has been transformed into pride in her country
and the war effort. Mentally, she leaves the insular world of Glen St. Mary
for the wider one of international affairs. Early on in the text Susan had
asked herself “what an honest, hard-working Presbyterian old maid of Glen
St. Mary has to do with a war thousands of miles away” (64). By novel’s end
she has the answer: her duty is to fight on the home front and work for vic-
tory. As the boys return home, she announces that she is going on a “hon-
eymoon.” She has accepted her life as a spinster and realizes that there is no
shame in her unmarried state. Now, thanks to her war work, Susan is no
longer a household drudge, but a dignified woman with a right to a rest.
For both Rilla and Susan, the war brings about positive growth and change.
As Mary Rubio explains: “[They] represent the new order which includes
women. . . . Patriarchy and its ramifications in class structure are defeated
by the young and older women’s discovering their own power of speech
and action” (11). Montgomery views women’s war work as empowering,
and she believes the conflict has created a positive shift in gender relations.
Not only did Rilla allow Montgomery to explore her feminist leanings;
it also allowed her to expound her conception of Canadian literature and
nationhood. Irene Gammel and Elizabeth Epperly have argued that
Montgomery played an important role in forming Canadian identity, at
home and abroad:
What has not been adequately recognized, however, is Montgomery's impact on the
shaping of a distinctly Canadian culture. This lack of acknowledgement may be all

the more surprising given the volubility of Montgomery’s most popular characters
and their uncanny ability to change their worlds through the power of the word. (3)

Rilla is Montgomery’s most conscious exploration of Canadian culture.
Edwards marvels at her chronicle and asks: “Did she realize how far she was
recording Canada’s self-discovery as a nation?” (“Intention” 131). I think
Montgomery was very aware of what she was creating. In the novel she
deliberately records the upheavals of Canada’s birthing process into nation-
hood. In August 1919 Montgomery notes her discovery of a newspaper clip-
ping from 1910 in which an editor had asked her to comment on the state of
Canadian literature:

| do not think our literature is an expression of our national life as a whole. | think
this is because we have only very recently . . . had any real national life. Canada
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is only just finding herself. She has not yet fused her varying elements in a har-
monious whole. Perhaps she will not do so until they are welded together by
some great crisis of storm and stress. This is when a real national literature will
be born. (2: 339)

It is noteworthy that Montgomery found the old clipping in the midst of
writing Rilla because she incorporated its ideas into the novel. Significantly,
the nation in which Rilla is set is first mentioned in the context of Walter’s
writing. Miss Oliver says: “I believe Walter will be a great poet, too . . . per-
haps the first really great poet Canada has ever had” (24). Even more impor-
tantly, once the war begins, Walter finds himself incapable of writing until
he enlists (151). He cannot create a real poem until he too has undergone the
baptism by fire that forges Canada and Canadian literature. Walter arrives at
his status as national poet because of the poem he composes at the front which,
like McCrae’s “In Flanders Fields,” earns its author international acclaim.
Montgomery also records Canada’s emergence as a nation. In the begin-
ning of Rilla, she presents a view that accords with Sarah Corse’s description
of prewar Canadian nationalism: “To the extent that Canadian nationalism
existed and was even prominent in the nineteenth century it was a national-
ism defined as much by its imperial context and connection as by its
Canadian-ness” (50). Montgomery illustrates English Canada’s loyalty to
the Empire in a prewar conversation between Walter and Jem: “Suppose
England does fight?” asks Walter. “Why we’ll have to turn in and help her.
We couldn'’t let the old grey mother of the northern sea fight it out alone,
could we? We’re the cubs—we’ve got to pitch in tooth and claw if it comes
to a family row” (30). But for Canadians such as the Blythe family, the tur-
moil and loss of the war years diminish the old imperial connection, replac-
ing it with a new sense of national pride. In Rilla, Montgomery mentions
four important battles where Canadians acquitted themselves with distinc-
tion: Ypres, Vimy Ridge, Passchendaele, and the Somme. She writes of
Ypres: “Our Canadian boys have done splendidly” (128). Writing in 1919 in
The Pictorial History of the Great War, S.J. Duncan-Clark claimed that
Canada had contributed something unique to the war effort: “Canadian
snipers, silent men from the bush or the prairies with many a notch on the
butts of their rifles, taught the Hun the value of cover” (17). Duncan-Clark’s
description suggests that Canadians did not simply participate in the war,
but rather contributed specifically colonial values of individuality and
ruggedness that aided in the allied victory. Montgomery also acknowledges
the increasing international importance and recognition that Canada achieves
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through its war effort. When Miss Oliver believes that Canadians have
voted for a Liberal, anti-conscription government, she says, “Canada is dis-
graced in the eyes of the world” (283). Suddenly, Canada’s actions matter on
an international level. By the end of the novel, the war is no longer about
saving the “old grey mother”; it has become a mission to honour those who
have died and to prevent another conflict from occurring. Rilla says, “Walter
died for Canada—I must live for her. This is what he asked me to do” (286).

Montgomery mirrors Canada’s budding maturity in her heroine’s growth
(Edwards, “Intention” 131). Rilla goes through agony when Walter enlists:
“Rilla did not sleep that night. . . . The body grows slowly and steadily but
the soul grows by leaps and bounds. It may come to its full stature in an
hour. From that night Rilla Blythe’s soul was the soul of a woman in its
capacity for suffering, for strength, for endurance” (152). Despite the losses
of the war, Rilla emerges with self-knowledge and a sense of purpose: “I
expected these past four years would be the most delightful years of my life
and they have been years of war—years of fear and grief and worry—but I
humbly hope, of a little growth in strength and character as well” (319). At
an earlier point in the novel, Rilla talks with Walter about the end of the
war. She says that they will not be as happy as they used to be, and Walter
replies, “No, not in the same way. . . . But it will be a better happiness, a
happiness we've earned” (158). Like Canada, which cannot become a nation
until it has suffered “storm and stress,” Rilla cannot become a woman until
she has earned her maturity through the ordeal of war.

The romantic coupling at the end of the story symbolizes the new possi-
bilities for the nation. Kenneth Ford, the returning soldier, has suffered
greatly. When he arrives at Rilla’s doorstep, she does not recognize him: “He
looked so much older . . . that scar—the lines about his eyes and lips” (340).
But Rilla too has changed. Kenneth thinks, “[I] left a school girl, and . . .
[have] found a woman” (340). Their physical alteration reflects the emotional
and mental toll of the war. The sacrifices that the Blythe family, and by
extension all of Canada, have made are too great to ensure a traditional
romantic ending. Rilla’s innocence ended with the death of Walter. Kenneth
is no longer a fresh-faced boy, but a scarred and battle-hardened soldier.
The couple represents the new breed of war-tempered individuals for whom
an earned happiness is possible.

The novel’s final word—“Yeth”—has engendered some debate among
critics. Mary Rubio has argued that the return of Rilla’s lisp in the last line
of the novel is regressive and a prophetic sign of women’s loss of rights after

84 Canadian Literature 179 / Winter 2003



-

the war (11). Edwards views it as an “affirmation of love, creativity and har-
vest” (“Intention” 135). Rilla’s lisp is indeed a regression, but this is not neg-
ative. Instead, it is a nostalgic hearkening back to the babyhood that
Rilla—and Canada—have left behind. The “yeth” reminds readers just how
far the heroine and the nation have come in their jo