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i 5 a tuth that Susanna
IMmd.ir and Cathanne Parr

Traill are kcons of Canadian Hi-
eramure. A score of blographers
and academics (notably Michael
Peterman, John Thurton and
Clara Thomas), have put the sis-
ters and thelr writings under the
microscope, and a number of cre-
ative writers (notably Mo 1AL
winod, Carol Shields and Timothy
Findley) have used them — partic-
ularly the complex Moodie — In
their works,

Besides reading one or both of
their most [amolut books — Si-
sanna's Noughing if in the Bugh,
Catharine’s The Backuoods of
. Canada — way back when, refer-
ences beep cropplng up, and some
of us make vague resclutions 1o
one day son these mythic dramas
oul. Now, in het ebegant and well-
researchied Siziers in fhe Wilders
ness, Chadotte Gray has done it for

(T2

Catharine Strickland was bom
in 1802, and her dater Susanna the
following veas, about the time that
their parents. a well-educated
merchant couple, moved from
London to Suffolk 1o set up as gen-
iry. [Despite their blig house, they
never got beyond the fringes of
county society, and thelr six
daughters and two sons grew up in
a world of their own reminiscent
of the Brontés: lessons in Latin
and Shakespeare from their father,
long rambles through the country-
side, the spinning of imaginary
sapns in the evenings, 11 wis o per-
fect nursery for writers.

In MEMS, their father's inves:
ments crashed, Already frail. he
soon died. The servanis disap.
peared; the brothers set off for
colonies; the shiters were left in
penny-pinching  seclusion  with

poems. Before they achieved
a minor niche in n literary
society.

This madesl mn:m wikd partic-
for Susanna.
ambitious, she
tease and irritating
ne, in contrast, was
the family pet: steady, sweel-1em-

mil'-ll-l.‘.A.ith:

very
know | would rather give up the
pen than lose the affection of my
beloved sister Catharine, who is
dearer 1o me than all the world.™

In 1830, when the sisters were
seemingly headed for bluestocking
spinsterhood, their lives ook a
sudden twum. Lieutenant John
Moodie, an exuberant Orkneyman
back from a fling at sendement in
South Africa. swept Susanna off
her feet. Within a year they mar-
ricd (their passion for each other

The hardships facing
Susanna Moodie and
Catharine Parr Traill
were appalling, and
they were perfectly
unprepared for it.

woipld last all their lives), and in
their honevmoon cotiage John
Moodie introduced his sister-in-
lsw Catharine to a friend and fel-
kow (wknevman. Thomas Traill
They., 1o, soon marmmied. Like
john. Thomas's only income was
his half-pay from service in the
Napoleonic wars. Unlike John,
Thomas lacked v and was in-
clined to melancholy. This match
worried her family, but Catharine
wrote 1o a friend: "My dear hus-
band i5 . .. all that a l'uth heart
can desire in a panner for life.”
Thomas would tum out o be a
broken reed in the Canadian wil-
derness, but Catharine would al-
ways love him,

What were the Moodies and the
Trallls to live on? In an England in
depression, there was a lotr of slick
propaganda in circulation promis-
ing landed gentry Hves in the New
World, Inevitably, the newhwaeds
cought emigration fever. It was a
huge step, but as retired officers,
John and Thomas were eligible for
land in Upper Canada. In 1832,
Susanna and Catharine safled
away with their husbands. leaving
behind promising literany: Gansers
Two months later, they found
themaehes standing in “the land
“ on the Rice Lake

Eadvirke
grounds. the hardships faging |hr.-
slaters were appalling. and they
were perfectly unprepared for it
They E':rl:n far from alome in their
dismay. but the significant facy for
Canadian memory and liveraure
is that Susanna and Catharine,
tolling to maintain an air of gentil-
ity through frightening shifts of
fortune, and raising their numer-
ous children in clragr,'

cabins over |

which “hunger and want hovered
Lk harpies,” wrote it all down.
Susanna lived untl 1885, Catha-
rine until 1889, Decade after dec-
ade wrote books, some good.
T Besldes thelr scary
books on Canada, and ihelr in-
structive books on Canada (Catha-
botany). chumed oul cau-
rionary wbes for children, romaniic
novels st in Europe and reams of
articles and Ghven  that
they grew up with a conviction
that they were writers before all,
given that they were constantly in
need of money, how did they find
the time? This is o delicious read.
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Like the Broniés, the Sreickland sisters, amang e Bl i wdig hifer
became Susanna Moodie (rep) and Catharine Parer Tralll, furned 1o

sTiringE fo make a desperaie living,




