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    Into the wild




    There is a jumble of rocks in the place I call home. A sea of lucerne laps at their feet, its shores formed by the line of the creek and the steep bulk of Malachi Hill. All around stretch the western slopes and tablelands, rising and falling, a vast patchwork quilt of colour framed in heat and stitched through with a brilliant blue sky.




    When I was very young, my mother took me to those rocks. She showed me the ledge, hidden by a jutting outcrop, which she had come to as a child. She showed me how to wedge myself into the crack so that no one could see me from above or below. It is a child-sized ledge, a place to sit, she said, just the size to be alone, a place where you might begin to know yourself. She told me that if I were still, the lizards would come out and sun themselves. Sometimes I would see a red fox on his rounds, or the pair of Wedgetail Eagles that lived high on the hill. The sound of the plovers would carry on the wind from the creek, and the chatter of the Willy Wagtails would remind me that the garden was just over the hill.




    When I look at it now, the ledge seems small, but it was big when I was a child and remains so in my memory. My mother was wise to give me that place, away from the house, in the paddock, and she was wise to let me go there alone. If I look at the ledge through a child’s eyes, I feel very far away from the house, as if I have gone on a great journey to reach this place. If I look at it through a mother’s eyes, the house is just over the hill, hidden but there.




    I know the surface of that rock; it is an intimate part of me. I can remember every step of the path down to it and the way you have to twist your body to fit into the crack. In memory the view doesn’t fade. It is the only place that has come to me as a gift.




    I had always assumed that the landscape of my childhood was the only place where I would feel that intimacy of belonging, that connection between body, land and memory that make up the bones of home. Then, in 1996, I went on a journey with my husband into the Alaskan wilderness. Though I didn’t know it then, it was to be the beginning of the journey into this book.




    On an early June day, we stood at the end of the train line, gear scattered at our feet, and watched as the train pulled away, leaving us on the edge of Prince William Sound. The sting of fine grit tattooed that moment of departure into me. Ahead of us was a month on the water, a 450-mile paddle, through a landscape so foreign that I fought disorientation at every moment. Then two months in the mountains, climbing the peaks I had seen from the plane window as we flew into Anchorage.




    Every night I wrote, pushing back exhaustion in an effort to order this experience. At midnight during the summer solstice, with the wind moaning and the light streaming down, I wrote. At 2am the sun still turned the water orange and blue, and I wrote to make sense of days that had no real beginning or end, days that crept toward dimness, then retreated, like breath—so quiet.




    My journal became the place where I would try to ease my dislocation in this new land. My dreams were filled with forests of bull kelp plucking at my paddle; of cold water, dark and deep, seductive, in its silken caress.




    It was a shock to feel a physical connection with that place so wild and different from country that had always informed my sense of self. Yet, as I paddled and walked that opposite shore of the Pacific Ocean, my sense of place—so local, so specific in its reference to a particular landscape—was expanded. After days of hiking over ancient caribou tracks, carved like contour lines across the steepest hills I had ever climbed, I dreamed that the tracks opened like a great trough in the earth and slowly sucked me down. My feet were no longer shod in heavy boots, but had become sharp, small, conical hooves. I woke confused. How was it that a place of which I had known so little was taking possession of me? I had no ancestral association with this land, no possession, no childhood memories.




    The landscape—its skyline of jagged mountain ranges, its cold colours—all seemed unknowable. With its vast empty spaces and lack of trees, its bears and caribou, foreign flowers, birds, insects, the tundra was an alien land. I knew no names, and though I learned some, they felt awkward on my tongue. Yet, walking this land for months, removed from the physical structures of civilisation, I began to feel a stranger no longer. I experienced a physical response to the network of living things that surrounded me. Without the presence of buildings, air conditioning and massive man-made structures, my body and mind interpreted the land with a new rawness. I came to accept that a response to the land could extend beyond kinship, beyond cultural ‘ways of seeing’. My time in Alaska forced an acknowledgement of the deep interconnections between humanity and nature.




    My own journeying traced a movement from estrangement to a sense of place. As I returned to Australia from Alaska, I wondered how other women who had journeyed into the wild more than a hundred years before me had made that same transition.
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    On 6 May 1830, seven months after her departure from England, and very pregnant, Georgiana Molloy finally stood on the beach at Augusta. How could she express the immensity of the estrangement she felt toward the New World? I can imagine her folding her hands over her hard swollen belly and picking her way along the beach, past boxes of cargo lying where they had landed, to the tent her husband had erected for her on the sand. On one side of her, the ocean heaved and sighed; behind her, the hardwood forest towered, the trunks of the trees creating a mental and physical barrier to the land where she would bear her child and make her home. Three weeks later, in the month of May, when in England Spring bursts from every hedgerow, Georgiana lay on a plank of wood in her tent, with an umbrella held over her to keep off the drips that leaked in through the canvas. Outside the rain poured down. There was no sweet scent of Spring; instead, the air was filled with the rank, harsh smell of eucalyptus. Around her the earth opened itself to welcome the winter season. Racked with contraction after contraction, Georgiana fought to give birth to her first child.




    Georgiana’s journey into the wilderness, 166 years before my own, captures the experience of women arriving in the New World in the early 19th Century. These were women who had literally to remake their homes out of the broken bones of their past. Whether in Canada or Australia, they had to find ways of making sense of the strange wild places in which they found themselves. For some, like Georgiana, this process was made possible through botany. They sallied forth to collect the flowers and plants of their new homes, fitting them into an order of knowledge that made sense of their presence in the New World. Their letters home sought to capture the New World and establish the legitimacy of their presence in a landscape that often mocked their attempts at transformation.




    Their movement was restricted by a culture that defined middle-class women in terms of passivity, lack of utility, and fragility, but despite this definition of their femininity, women still responded to the natural world around them. If the swish of their petticoats confined them to short walks away from the house and garden, the land around them was relatively unchanged by Western settlement. It was almost impossible for them not to respond to the land, whether to recoil in horror at the immensity of it, or to embrace its beauty and its difference and find a sense of place within it.




    Settler women travelled out across the land, their thick skirts swinging wide around them, catching the mud and dirt of the new country. They barely saw the tips of their shoes as they walked through the land. Yet the reality of the land clung to them, flavouring their world and influencing their ways of seeing themselves and their new communities. Though the physical experience of the land affected these settler women at every point in their lives, those who wrote about it left only sparse traces of how they built a relationship with this new place, only glimpses of how they remade the bones of home. They wrote of their experience blinkered by English bonnets and Old World notions of picturesque beauty. Yet, despite these restrictions, women walked, rode, touched, smelt, and felt the new reality around them.




    Many of them have written accounts of their lives on the frontier of the New World. Their words raise the troubling ambiguity that emerges when we confront them trying to find a relationship to place in a stolen land. Both in Australia and Canada, questions of place have become increasingly about political contesting of land and nation. But in stories of women’s relationships with indigenous women, something different emerges. These often intimate portraits reveal a generosity of shared knowledge about place. Women who wrote from the frontier described the different ways of ‘seeing’ the land that they were given through friendships, however complex and difficult, with indigenous women. They were given a window to see, if only partially, a different and more profound view of the many layers of place where they had to make their homes. In contrast to the triumphant national narratives of the frontier as the birthplace of the nation, women’s stories emphasise the family, the local, and the community. They emphasise the connective tissue between self and place, not necessarily between self and nation.




    When Susan Allison climbed the steep switchbacks on the trail to the Similkameen River in British Columbia in 1868, she rode into a world already named, mapped and known to the indigenous owners of the land. But for her, riding her mare Cream Kate and following her new husband, this world was unfamiliar, potentially dangerous and very far away from the small settlement of Hope on the Fraser River where she had met him. When Mary Percy left Birmingham, England, in 1929, as a newly graduated doctor, and set out for her practice on the Peace River Prairie, one of Canada’s last frontier settlements, she found herself in a world dominated by nature. Her first letters home skate the surface of her displacement as she sought something familiar to describe to her parents. She wavers between uncertainty and the promise of a land she could barely find the words to describe and which, at first, was to her eyes almost unbearably empty. When Elyne Mitchell first came to the Upper Murray Valley in Australia’s Snowy Mountains in 1934, and stood on the veranda of Towong Hill, she looked out over an unknown landscape. Corning to write of that moment, she evoked a cold wind that rose from the mountains and whispered of all that her future held. For Elyne this was a prophecy that held both fear and promise.




    What these women sought was a sense of belonging, a desire for more than what is: ‘a yearning to make skin stretch beyond individual needs and wants’.1 These moments of expansion, when the borders of our bodies feel permeable, dispel estrangement from a new environment. Women gave shape and form to their experiences on the land by writing about it. Their stories are personal, domestic, and they break down the specific national myths of women’s frontier role. If we talk about the pursuit of this sense of belonging in our histories, a pursuit articulated in the stories of the women in this book, then the discussion moves away from the conventional boundaries that form national histories and beyond the adversarial arguments within nations about place.




    At the heart of the writing of women such as Georgiana Molloy, Susan Allison, Mary Percy Jackson and Elyne Mitchell lies a physical confrontation between the land and their bodies. It is a confrontation that has been ignored in national histories. This book explores the expression of this embodied experience through language. What surprised me as I researched these women’s lives was that the history that emerged was not national in its boundaries, but shared a commonality of experience across race, across space and across time.




    In both Australia and Canada, women’s sense of place has been represented as reflected strictly within the confines of the home or, by extension, the garden—that is, the private sphere, its margins delineated by the homestead fence.2 In Australia it has been argued that white women found this alleged confinement to the private sphere intolerable and so departed from the country altogether, as if the whole continent were hostile to women.3 Randolph Stow has argued that the metaphor of imprisonment haunts Australian literature,4 and anyone who has read Australian poetry or fiction is familiar with the bitter bush woman.




    Yet, when I first came across this imaginary woman, she made little sense to me. At the same time, her tenuous grip on sanity in the face of a hostile and repellent land was somehow fascinating. As a student I was strongly influenced by this persuasive tradition and wrote a portrait of a woman on a veranda looking out over dry paddocks as she picked distractedly at the seam of a dress she was hemming. Her hands, the creases in her skin, were embedded with red dust. Her shoes, dress, the very seam she unpicked was covered in a heavy layer of bull dust, so thick that it pervaded not only her home, her clothes, and her skin, but had started to unhinge her mind. She could feel it working its way in; soon there would be nothing left for the drifting dust to claim.




    But why did I construct such a woman? Certainly it wasn’t from the reality of the older women I knew from rural communities. Though these members of my grandmother’s generation were inheritors of a tamed frontier and had the use of electricity and running water, many remembered their lives before these modernisations. They recalled a hard life and a different use of their time and labour, but not necessarily a different understanding of their place in the land.




    My mother remembers going ‘chipping’ with my grandmother every evening. My grandmother would tell me that she would take the children and walk with them out into the paddocks to collect fuel for the old wood water heater. This was an important part of the day for her. It was a release from the house and a chance to walk in the open spaces of the paddocks. Later, when there was electricity, running water, and grown-up children, she continued to walk in the evening, a stout stick and overweight Labrador by her side. Her task was different, but her motivation to be out in the afternoon was the same.5




    My dust woman represented the popular view of women pioneers in the Australian bush. The portrait holds suffering, relentless labour, hopelessness and the loss of femininity, all of which exist in our histories. But what it doesn’t allow is any sort of creative engagement with the land.




    When I looked at the diaries and letters of Australian pioneer women, I found abundant evidence for the construction of a fictional woman claimed by the dust.6 In those diaries and letters, I found her alone, isolated and fearful for her family’s survival. She seemed to claw out a home to reflect some part of herself, rather than the incomprehensible land to which she had come. These stories are in our histories, certainly, but like my dust woman, they aren’t the whole story. But where were the other stories? Where were the women from whom I had inherited a love of the land, a deep sense of belonging? Women who had lived on the land all their lives, who had loved it, struggled on it, wept over it, but ultimately saw themselves as intimately and creatively connected to it?7




    There is a picture of a girl riding a horse in the Canadian west in the early 1900s that seems to capture the Opposite other’ to my dust-maddened construction of women’s frontier experience. In this picture the girl looks confidently into the camera. She is riding astride, the reins held looped in one hand, a small stockwhip dangling from the other. It is a tall horse she’s riding, not big but lanky, a youngster, not yet attained to his full strength of bone and brawn, but ready to make up for it in high spirits. In the photo the horse looks tired, but he is still rolling his eye, and the camera has caught him attempting to slide away from her request to stand still. His movement looks to be on the point of a spin, a duck, a weave, an attempt to unseat his rider. She, in turn, sits him in a manner that suggests that the effort required to unseat her would be considerable. She is completely at home on the back of this youngster as she is in the land that he shifts uneasily over. She is the granddaughter, metaphorically, of the woman exiled in a strange land.




    [image: ]




    By looking at women’s lives and their various responses to the landscapes of Canada and Australia, this book explores the ways in which frontier myths in both countries have served to silence and marginalise white women’s experience and their role in articulating how we ‘belong’. Far from allowing white women a presence in the new land, chronicles of pioneering and taming the land have represented them as confined to the domestic space of the house and garden, absent and alienated from the drama of nation building.




    Canadian history shares with Australia the perceived hostility of the New World to women. This has been called a garrison mentality.8 Women on the frontier have been represented as garrisoned behind fences and gardens, and within forts, from the strange New World they have come to inhabit. As in Australian literature and history, there is the same fear of imprisonment, a fear residing in women’s lack of mobility and reliance on this garrisoned world for survival.




    In Australia there has been a fascination with women who have lived in, escaped from or perished in a wilderness prison.9 The story of the death of Mary Watson is emblematic of this tradition. In 1881 Mary, her husband, their infant son and two Chinese men lived on Lizard Island, off the Queensland coast.10 The Watsons were engaged in making a quick fortune from the lucrative beche-de-mer industry.11 In September, during one of Mary’s husband’s long absences at sea, Aboriginal men returned to the Island to carry out important initiation ceremonies. After one of the Chinese men was killed and the other wounded, Mary loaded her baby and the injured man into a tiny iron tank and paddled them out to sea. Four months later they were found dead only ten miles from the mainland.




    Watson’s death is recognised by one of the few monuments built to commemorate the lives of individual women of achievement living on the frontier.12 But she wasn’t really a woman of achievement. Rather, her tragic death and the monument commemorating it reinforce the accepted idea that the frontier was no place for a white woman.




    Many of the women in this book refute this representation of white women’s experience of the land. Rather, their lives and writing seek connections between themselves and the New World. They reach out and claim a sense of belonging to land and community. In writing about how they do this, I have to confront the moral and political implications of the troubling knowledge that, in Australia and Canada, non-indigenous women’s sense of place rests upon and may serve to obscure ancestral acts of dispossession and theft.13 The women in this book cover the spectrum of responses to indigenous land ownership.




    Some, like the Métis woman Marie Rose Smith, have an embedded understanding of the impact of dispossession on the indigenous prairie people of Canada. In Australia, Alice Duncan Kemp writes of how her knowledge and love of the Channel Country in South West Queensland is both informed by her relationship with the indigenous people and allowed a voice because of her ancestors’ role in dispossessing those same people from their land.14 Other women, like Elyne Mitchell in the Snowy Mountains, have written of their custodial role in looking after the land, but Mitchell’s appropriation of that role, though sensitive to place, slides over the continuing relationship between Aboriginal people and the Snowy Mountains. And yet other women, like Monica Hopkins in Alberta Canada, seemed blind to their role in the displacement of an entire nation of people.




    Underneath these responses to place sits the grief of stolen land. Women’s place in this process has always been difficult to pin down. In Canada and Australia, we are still trying to find ways of talking about our ‘haunted country’.15




    In Australia, the poet Judith Wright has given us ways of imagining the duality of grief and love over the same land. Wright acknowledges that she was ‘born of the conquerors’, but still asserts her strong sense of place in the land of her birth.16 In her poem At Cooloolah, she imagines her desire to belong to the land alongside images of the historical reality of dispossession, ‘a black accoutred warrior armed for fight’. Ghosts challenge her right to share the calm of the lake, to leave prints in clean sand like those of the birds and animals. Though Wright knew and loved this place, with its Aboriginal name, yet, walking along by the lake, she was made ‘uneasy’ and felt ‘unloved’ by ‘all her eyes delight in’. Her poem voiced a fear of the land itself—for it recognised no invader, and was neither won nor lost.




    Wright’s poetry grapples with her own history on the land. Her heritage, descended from a network of pioneer families in the New England area of New South Wales, had given her a privileged upbringing. Such privilege was a direct result of the wealth her family received from dispossessing the Aboriginal people who spoke Aneuwan.17 Though Judith Wright acknowledged the dispossession that allowed her to walk upon the land, she also responded to the land and found her own self, defined through her sense of place. Her poetry is alert to the double vision that can exist within a sense of place in the settlements of the New World. For Judith Wright, no matter her depth of feeling for the land, there would be a deeply buried unease that a non-indigenous sense of place will always be based on stolen land.18 And yet, in these women’s stories, there is hope. For their experiences leave us with images of relationships between women of different cultures and between woman and land. Their experiences are our inheritance, stitches in our history that connect our past with our future.
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    What is a sense of place? Why is a relationship with place so fundamental to our identity as individuals and as communities? A sense of place is a complex connection between land and self. Place is both inside and outside; it takes us beyond ourselves and exists outside of ourselves, yet allows us to make sense of ourselves. Attachments to place are born into us, but they are also formed through movement, through labour, through words. The expression of a sense of place is difficult to pin down. It shifts constantly and eludes precise definition.




    A sense of place can arise from alienation and overcome exile, so that a strange land may be imaginatively possessed. But it is not necessary to own land to have a sense of place. Sense of place has to do with the timelessness and universality of myths; it is bound up in stories about ourselves as individuals and the connections we make with each other.




    When I travelled to Alaska, I went as a young woman, confident of my own geographically specific sense of place. What I discovered when I got there was a world completely different in every way to the one I had left behind. The extremity of the experience made me profoundly aware of my body in an entirely new way. After a few weeks of living outside, I began to feel as if I no longer stopped at my skin, but extended out into the air around me. I would feel a shift in the wind, a shadow across the sun, the flight of a bird overhead and respond to it before my mind filtered the information I wanted from these moments. It was from this trip that questions arose for me about how we relate to place as individuals and communities, how we need connections to place, both spiritually and corporeally.
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    In the summer of 2001, I walked slowly with my grandmother around her garden, just over the hill from ‘my’ jumble of rocks. She had planted this garden over sixty years, and now it was my aunt’s. This was her first visit back after a broken hip and a cancer scare. She seemed frail, reliant on her stick, yet our slow movement was overlaid for me with sensations of the strength in her arms as she pushed me on the swing as a child, or dug in the garden. We stood beneath the prunus tree, with its deep purple shade, its strong colour a point of definition against the lighter green of the elms and white cedars, and she talked of the time she had planted the trees and nursed them through the drought. Outside the garden, the paddocks hummed with life. The trees structured the view to the east and west. The garden was a frame for the land beyond it. In the evening’s rich light, the sheep were strung across the paddocks like furry cysts. The cattle shone ruby red.




    When my grandmother arrived in 1936, the house had been little more than a shed and the garden a bowl of dust. She came as a young woman and faced the task of making this place, this bare spot on the hill, with its beautiful views, into a home. With an architect’s eye, she structured the bones of a home that sheltered four children and then another generation of grandchildren. Now, as an old woman, she looked at the covering of love and laughter, grief and loss that was stitched into the land we stood on.




    Nine months later we would gather as a family in the big garden and walk down the paddock to the treeline below. We buried her next to my grandfather and cousin, beneath the flowering gums, in the place that she had loved into a home.




    Her memories have become my memories, as we have shared the site of their occurrence. I know the places she would tell me about when she used to walk in the paddocks to escape the confines of the house for an hour. I know the sounds she knew: the running beat of drumming hooves, as the cunning old ewes forced the garden gate. I know the shrubs from which they would tear hurried mouthfuls. Our memories are held in place. All I have to do to receive a hundred such memories is recall that place.




    In the lives of women who have lived on the land, the centrality of place holds their memories of love and laughter, pain and grief, anguish and joy. Place forms an indistinguishable part of themselves, which links them to the land through their bodies, minds and spirits. Despite all the obstacles of gender, of race, of alienation, I grew up knowing women who have always found ways to connect to the world around them. This memory ultimately rejects the stereotype of the dust woman.




    And these women’s stories show us that women on the land not only suffered, but loved. A sense of place linked them to the land. It provided the means of connection to the world beyond their bodies. Their realities were shaped by place, as the reality of place was expressed through their words. These women could say as the poet Barbara Schott wrote, I know this land and I know its language.19
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      At a Deepening




      Of the Isingless River




      I lie down in stones &




      Tea-colored water.




      I think: be careful. Do not say




      Home. The bones




      Of that word mend slowly.1




      Marie Harris


    


  




  

    The poet’s words ‘I think: be careful. Do not say home’, made me pause in my reading and stand in a different place, to see what—distrust? The murmur of the river, of water over stone, whispered, ‘be careful, be careful’. Do not give yourself to something that is not known, that could betray at any moment, and spit you out a shell, rattling with the emptiness of a past that has no meaning in this new place.




    The restraint in the poem shifted my perspective from the inability of these early women to write about the land, to an appreciation of the brokenness from which they were rebuilding their identities and homes. The poem forced me to take on questions about how, in their letters and journals, pioneer women thought about themselves in response to a new land about which they knew very little, and on which they had staked their future.




    When Mary O’Brien and Georgiana Molloy set out from England at the end of the 1820s, both of them took ‘the broken bones of home’ to the New World. They packed the ideas of home, along with nails, hinges, doors and timber. Just as important as the tools for building a home in the wilderness were the associations that evoked a comfortable space and the activities that enacted home. These elements wove the fabric of their selves and, out of these elements, a home would be rebuilt in an alien land. The philosopher Gaston Bachelard argues that ‘all really inhabited space bears the essence of the notion of home . . . that the imagination functions in this direction whenever human beings have found the slightest shelter’.2 The impulse to make a home was one of the strongest themes of women’s lives as they moved out along the frontier. As the poet hints, the bones of what had been home and what would become home required careful tending, a deep involvement of a woman’s self in the New World around her.




    Mary O’Brien (1798) and Georgiana Molloy (1805) were born into a time of great upheaval and change in English society. The end of the war with Napoleon marked the beginning of large-scale emigration to the New World. The lure of cheap land and new opportunities proved irresistible, especially for middle-class families who found themselves in reduced circumstances. In 1815, directly after the end of the Napoleonic War, only two thousand people emigrated from England; by 1819, when the majority of servicemen had been discharged and had faced long periods of unemployment in England’s depressed economy, that figure rose to thirty-four thousand.3 It was this movement of people that carried Mary O’Brien to Canada in 1828 and Georgiana Molloy to Western Australia in 1829.
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      Mary Sophia Gapper (O’Brien), Miniature Portrait (1828)


    




    Mary was thirty when she began her journey to Upper Canada4 with her mother, brother and sister-in-law. Georgiana was twenty-four years old, newly married and three months pregnant when she departed for the tiny colonial outpost of Swan River5 with her husband Captain John Molloy. Both women grew up in the urban British middle class. They had a lot more in common than the experience of emigration. They were both highly literate, well-educated, genteel women; neither possessed practical skills for pioneering.




    Mary had spent a period of her youth in rigorous study at a private school and was a skilled linguist, speaking and translating Italian, German and French.6 Georgiana experienced a more typical middle-class education. Private tutors taught her in history, geography, literature, sewing, dancing and playing the pianoforte and harp. Both women were taught embroidery, fine sewing, sampler-work, and drawing and painting.7 None of these skills were of any practical use when it came to grappling with the physical tasks of pioneering.




    Yet there was one element of Mary and Georgiana’s impractical education that provided them—and many other women in the 19th Century—with a point of access into a hostile and alien landscape: both women were encouraged to study botany. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, it was believed by both layman and scientist alike that God was in everything. Middle-class women were encouraged to study nature, for here the essence of God was revealed.8 So Mary and Georgiana were taught to botanise, that is identify, collect and draw plants according to their botanical family. Botany was considered a legitimate feminine activity.9 It served as an unlikely point of introduction to the New World for women, an outlet for their curiosity as they combed the land in search of new specimens. It was this skill, learnt in their girlhood and practised with passion in England, that would become crucial to both Mary and Georgiana as they attempted to make sense of the apparently disordered and chaotic new world.




    Like many women who journeyed to Australia and Canada, Mary and Georgiana both wrote of their experiences. Their extensive journals and letters were written for a personal audience, with no thought of publication.10 Though Mary wrote for newspapers and translated German books for herself and her community, her journal was an intimate record of her changing self and her family’s daily life.11 Both wrote to inform their family and friends at ‘home’ of the shape and texture of their new lives. They also wrote for themselves, as these changes challenged the foundations of their identity as middle-class women. They wrote to make sense of their experience and, through the medium of writing, they sought the connections between what had been ‘home’ and what would become ‘home’.12




    When Mary wrote to her friend Cara in an attempt to express her enjoyment of the Canadian woods, she was frustrated that Cara could not appreciate her new self in this new place. She wrote, ‘The woods where I now am are a perfect garden and I never look at them without thinking of you and wishing I could have you to admire them with me—the great drawback to my present enjoyment is that some of those I love the very best cannot share them or even understand precisely what they are.’13 It was this problem of translation that Mary sought to articulate through the entries in her journal.
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    Mary’s journal was one of the first texts that I read when I began to research the experience of Canadian women on the frontier. Her translation of her sense of estrangement, her ambivalence towards the new landscape, and her wonder seemed to reflect my own attempts to come to grips with a foreign country. I could relate to Mary’s attempt to describe exactly what she meant when she talked about walking in the ‘woods’. I too was fascinated by how difficult I found describing what the Canadian ‘woods’ looked like in my letters home and how they were different from the ‘bush’.




    Mary’s journal opens on 1 September 1828 with a firmly constructed picture of herself as the thirty-year-old spinster, very much in the tradition of the maiden aunt. The voyage to Canada was to be an interlude, an adventure in the mask of duty; both she and her mother were looking forward to returning to England and picking up the threads of their lives. Her journal provided little snippets which can be pieced together to form a picture of a woman of independent mind, but apparently weakening body.14 As I read I had to remind myself that she was only thirty. Her first journal entries portray her as a gouty old spinster setting off with journal in hand to see her brothers safely settled in Canada. She would then, she wrote with assurance, return to her life in England.




    Through her writing Mary found the images to connect her worlds. ‘I begin now to feel that the ocean we are traversing is indeed the pathway to dear Bill and that by only moving my horses’ heads it will lead me back again to the friends I have left behind.’15 This was an unusual metaphor to use. For Mary the ocean was a pathway, the physical means of connection between the two worlds that held her loved ones, rather than an emblem of distance and separation. Though she did not conceive of her journey to Canada as anything more than a visit, her use of this image was an indication of how strongly she thought of herself as the mobile part of her family. As the only unmarried daughter, she was able to move backwards and forwards wherever she was most needed, whether that be Canada or England.




    Mary’s writing stressed connectedness, and it was through her journal that she sought to hold her two worlds together. ‘My highest enjoyment,’ she wrote, ‘is that of writing my journal for then I feel that Ivy and Cara and perhaps a few other stray friends are in some sort partaking my pleasures.’16 As her journal progressed, its role as interpreter of Mary’s new self became more important as the gap between old and new widened. From the beginning, her journal writing was a priority in her life.




    Mary’s journey by sea and then overland through upstate New York took a total of six weeks. She wrote as a traveller; observant and eager to record everything she could see, touch, feel and smell. Not all women emigrants responded in this way to what they essentially perceived to be a term of exile. Louisa Meredith, who left England in 1839 for Australia, and whose journey was four months by sea, wrote as a woman in exile from her home.17 Like Mary, she undertook the journey with every intention of returning to England within five years.18 Unlike Mary, Louisa, who travelled with her husband Charles Meredith, imagined her journey only in terms of separation, isolation and alienation. She used the powerful image of the change in constellations: the idea that the very sky above was different provided an effective metaphor for emigrants to the southern hemisphere. Louisa wrote:




    

      I do not know one thing that I felt so much as the loss of the North Star. Night after night I watched it, sinking lower—lower; . . . it was like parting from own loved home-faces once again. . . . Those stars seemed like a last link uniting us, but it was soon broken—they sunk beneath the horizon, and the new constellations of the southern hemisphere seemed to my partial eyes far less splendid.19


    




    For Mary O’Brien, still in the northern hemisphere, the landscape was somewhat familiar both to her and her audience. The plants, trees and seasons shared shape and cycle with those in England, and though everything was on a larger scale, it could all be fitted into a known order of things. Yet she still scrabbled for the words and images to describe the land and society for her audience in England. Of upstate New York she wrote: ‘I endeavor in vain to find a parallel scene; England is too flat and Wales too barren and both too small’.20 She tried to fit what she saw into landscapes known by her audience, but no description quite worked; everything seemed just beyond her audience’s experience.




    

      Our way lies thro’ the Mohawk Valley close by the side of the river. I immediately recognised the scenery of the Pioneers and found that in fact we were approaching it. . . the river is a wide, shallow stream and a line of hills run on each side covered with forest but with so much intermixed that it has nothing of wilderness, tho’ much of beauty beyond anything of the kind that I have seen. If Cooper’s description has given you as correct an idea of it as it did me, my description will be superfluous; if not availing.21


    




    As soon as Mary landed in the New World at New York, she was looking for points of comparison, points of familiarity. She was surprised to see how many English flowers there were ‘amongst many that were new to me’.22 From the moment she landed, she started collecting flowers and shrubs and though they were travelling every day, she attempted to botanise at each stop.




    

      I have done better than I could have expected with botany—I have not however the scientific pleasure of finding a new genus but there is a pleasure distinct from that and not an inconsiderable one, which I take in making new acquaintance with the near relations of my old friends.23


    




    This action of collecting plant specimens brought her into physical contact with the new land and gave her an activity that took her out of herself and her preoccupations with her health. Her exploration and documentation of what she saw was not unusual in the writing of middle-class emigrant women. The most obvious limitation to women’s explorations as they journeyed was the burden of pregnancy or small children. In 1828 Mary had no children and therefore had the time and energy to take a walk at the end of a day’s travel, as well as the leisure to record her impressions afterwards.




    Mary’s account of her arrival and first impressions of Canada was dominated by two very different factors. Firstly, she had journeyed with her ‘dear Mama’ to visit her brothers and see them safely settled into their new homes. The beginning of her account was written in the tradition of the travel journal, comparing, contrasting and recording everything that she saw and experienced. Mary’s second agenda in writing her journal was to provide the means by which her sister Lucy could be included in the travel experience. As she wrote she built up the scene of a longed-for reunion with her brothers. Mary sampled the New World as a visitor and her early journals have none of the intensity of the settler who, in leaving England, had cut all ties.
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      Map of Lake Ontario, Canada, showing ‘Thornhill’ and Lake Simcoe.


    




    In fact, it would be many years before Mary returned to England. However, because she had assumed the mantle of an observer, her writing had none of the breathless, desperate quality that some women conveyed as they battled to find their way in an alien land. Mary was greeted by two dearly loved brothers and a reasonably established and successful home. The farm, Thornhill, was only 12 miles outside of the major settlement of Upper Canada, the town of York, later Toronto. Mary wrote of her arrival with an almost girlish glee. The tone marked a turning point in her journal as she began to move beyond her role as the invalid unmarried companion to her mother, into a more active role as sister and helper to her brothers. In contrast to the tone of despair in many women’s accounts of the rupture between their old and new home, Mary’s was celebratory:




    

      Seeing a door open and the figure of a man intercepting the light that issued from it, we jumped over some high rails that opposed our progress and I arrived first at the door. . . . We were soon all seated around Southby’s fireside and tea table . . . It was a pleasure to look upon dear Bill again, looking well, though not as young, as at Charlton, and to hear Anthony’s voice with all its wonted originality.24


    




    Mary had chosen her images carefully. The figure standing in the door was illuminated by a halo of light; the home was described as a mirror image of the comforts they had left in England, and their reunion took place around a ‘civilised’ tea-table in front of a blazing fire. She also highlighted her sister-in-law’s pregnancy as a justification that her nursing skills were needed in Canada, and her decision to come had been the right one. Again, her journal served as a link between herself and her sister. Through the journal Lucy was included in the reunion, indeed in the whole experience of exploration and adventure. At this stage Mary continued to write as an observer of the ways of pioneering. As her relationship to the land changed, she would move from an observer to a participant.




    Mary’s early journals were filled with her movement through the land, accompanying her brothers on trips outside the settled area of their farms. Her journal was filled with descriptions of the land, as if it would only then reveal itself in its true form to her through words. As she continued to write, she seemed to have an ongoing conversation about whether she could respond to the landscape and enjoy being in it, as she had in England.




    

      The face of Nature has been so generally uniform since I have been here and I so shackled in my power of looking on it that I have almost ceased to look till my attention was caught at sunset by the tips of the pines which bound our view to the east—we went out to look . . . and found the horizon coloured of the most beautiful chastened purple—But however this may look on paper the fact that in spite of woods and echoes and bugles and axes—this country is not a stimulating one.25


    




    Her efforts of description were detective-like in their intensity. Of the land it was as if she asked these things: are you plain, unfinished, picturesque on paper, but lacking in depth, or are you more than I have seen, more than I have allowed; is there something in the depths of your woods that I have failed to see?




    As Mary grew in confidence, she began to walk and ride into the cleared fields and gradually entered the woods. At first she accompanied her brothers, particularly Anthony, in his botanising expeditions and then gradually she went alone. Through her botany she was able to transform the alien into the known, both for herself and her audience. This movement gave her the tools to respond, not out of displacement, but from the security of being able to place what she saw into a known order. In a month she had moved from describing the woods as being ‘so generally uniform’ that she had stopped looking at them, to tapping the maple trees for their sap26 in work that transformed the way she saw the woods.




    

      To me the woods are hardly less attractive in the dreariness of their winter aspect (than) in the full luxury of their summer foliage—for still their echoes convert every sound into music and the very air breathes a freedom which I do not find anywhere else except on the blue waves of the ocean.27


    




    By March of 1829, five months after her arrival, Mary had become so confident that she scrambled in the woods by herself, finding places that became favourite spots, where she would return in her wanderings. She had moved from a position of curiosity about what the woods might hold to describing their hidden spots and places, where only a bold scrambler could penetrate.




    

      I scrambled down the banks over trunks of fallen cedars crossing each other or using them for bridges to gain the point at which I aimed where at the foot of the largest tree I sat on the snow close to the brink of the stream which had partially liberated itself from the ice and stole away thro’ the dark glen.28


    




    As Mary moved through the land, the greater her ease and the stronger her desire to stay. Her earlier focus on her health seemed almost forgotten and, as she crammed the journal with descriptions of her expeditions with her brother Anthony, she learned not to be an invalid.29 Her keen observation skills and her ability to sketch made her a useful addition to his expeditions. Increasingly, Anthony and Mary had a third companion on their collecting trips.




    Mr O’Brien appears in Mary’s journal in April 1829, though there is barely a hint of any attraction on Mary’s behalf. She dismisses him thus: ‘tho’ a very intelligent, well informed, decent and gentlemanly man, I missed the high-souled sentiment and exalted principle which seem to carry us above this dirty world. . . . A’s [Anthony’s] bright eyes and glowing countenance however make up for all deficiencies.’30 After this rather backhanded compliment, the journal makes it obvious that Mary enjoyed O’Brien’s company. He made her laugh and think of herself as young enough to have her own family, rather than looking after everyone else’s. This unlooked-for romance confused and perplexed Mary. As Mr O’Brien filled more and more of the journal, she still signalled to her family that she intended returning to England in the Spring. But in the meantime, she meant to enjoy every moment of her time in Canada.
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