WOMEN’S STUDIES

A simple tribute of affection

ike many Canadians, 1 discovered

Susanna Moodie through the dry, polem-

ical voice of Margaret Atwood. In The
Journals of Susanna Moodie, her third volume
of poetry, Atwood used Victorian motifs 1o
shed light on modemn concerns: “Whether the
wilderness is / real or not / depends on who
lives there.” It was a bravura performance.
But it obscured some complex, unexpected
truths about her nineteenth-century original. As
Charlotte Gray writes in this fine and astringent
book, “Atwood's stark depiction of Susanna
as hopelessly tom between English geatility
and pioncer pragmatism has distorted all sub-
sequent discussion . . . ™.

Sisters in the Wilderness is, on one level, an |

atternpt 10 sce Susanna Moodie without the
powerful intervening lens of Margaret Atwood.
Susanna Strickland, as she was until marriage,
grew up in Suffolk, the youngest of six daugh-
ters in a family struggling to maintain its place
among the landed gentry on not quite enough
moncy. (Jane Austen was all too familiar with
the type.) "It was an extraordinarly intense
family", Gray writes, “[the sisters] had all read
more by the age of ten than most girls of their
era and class read in a lifetime. Of the six
sisters, five would become published authors.”
Susanna was closest in age and affinity to
Catharine, who was bom in 1802 and saw her
first book published at sixteen. After their
father died in near , Writing became
not just a pleasure but 3 way for the young
women 1 remain solvent. When Susanna fell
bead over heels for an Orkney half-pay officer
named John Moodie, she soon called off the
eagagement, fearful that mamiage would ruin
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her blossoming career.

Moodie won ber heart again ~ their relation-
ship was always a passionate one - but if he was
£00d at love, he was bad at business, and had no
prospects in Britain. He was also a writer of
sorts: the author of such forgoticn tomes as Ten
Years in South Africa, Including a Particular
Description of the Wild Sports. Susanna hated
slavery and had linde desire 1o shoot big game;
%0, in 1832, instead of sailing back to the Cape,

wilds of Upper Canada (now rural Ontario). For

| Susanna, the primitive conditions were an unim- |

| aginable fall from grace. She battled to maintain

| her sense of propriety in a land where class dis- | *

tinctions had little meaning. She also struggled,
against all odds, to remain a writer in a colony

John
| Thomas

| small military pension. And after the Moodies |

Moodie led his wife and young family to the |

devoid of literature. Roughing It in the Bush, |

In 1832 they, t00, cmigrated to Upper Canada.
But where Moodie was exuberant, Traill was

Susanna out of her will.

Gray, berself an immigrant from

has achieved a rare balance in this book. She
seems to have oo axes to grind: she does not use
England to bash Canada, Canada to bash Eng-
land, or one sister to bash another. Her writing
is crisp but not lavish; her insights are sharp
bul seldom extraordinary. What distinguishes
this book is = a most enviable quality in any
biography - a superb trustworthiness. That trust
is born out of intelligence and sympathy alike.
Even when Gray plainly disapproves of her sub-
jects' behaviour (Susanna's view of Jews and
Irishmen, for example, was downright racist),
she puts that behaviour in the context of its time
and place. If, as [ suspect, she grew to prefer
Catharine to ber better-known sister, Gray
never makes that preference overt
Catharine’s remarkable strength was bal-
anced by an equally remarkable sweetness. In
certain ways she much resembles a Canadian
writer of a later generation: Lucy Maud
Montgomery. the author of the Anne
of Green Gables and Emily of New Moon
serics. Both women were committed writers
years before they became wives and mothers.
Both struggled to maintain their delight in
nature and faith in humanity under conditions
of middie-aged distress. Both sometimes felt
| exiled in Ontario. Above all, both married
weak, impractical men prone to severe depres-
sion. Lucy Maud finally sank into extreme mel-
ancholy herself. But Catharine outlived her sad
husband and several of her children, becoming
fted as “the oldest living author in Her Maj-
esty s dominion™ and achieving an admirable
serenity in the face of physical ailments and
endless financial worries. In 1818, she had a
small book for children published in London: in
1895, she had a small book for children pub-
| lished in Toronto. Four years later, she died in
| her sleep.




