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lH AN ARTICLE appearing in 1958, Roderick Haig-Brown was
described as standing firmly “in that front rank of Canadian writers whose works
are published in New York and London, as well as in Toronto, and whose tepu-
tations are international, rather than national or provincial."* I consider this a
| valid assessment, yet it must be admitted that his name i= not one likely to spring
to mind whenever contemporary Canadian writers are being discussed. He is a
Ralph Gu.ﬂ'ﬂf.fﬂﬁ presence, certainly, but he remains as a writer shadowy, almost alool — definitely
outside the current “establishment”, Most anthologies ignore him, and we look
for his name in vain in such literary surveys as Butterfly on Rock or Survival (his
absence from the last-named is all the more surprising, since survival is a recurrent
theme probed deeply and variously threughout his work ) ; even Pacey's compre-
hensive Crealive Writing in Canada includes only two perfunctory references.
The main explanation for this neglect Hies in the fact that Haig-Brown works
best in a slighted genre. Though he has produced a number of works of fiction,
aimed at both juvenile and adult readers, his most significant writing has been in
discursive, non-fiction prose, and theose who devote themselves to this literary
genre are almost invariably the last to be recognized as writers of enduring merit.
In Haig-Brown's case, however, there are a number of other contributory factors,
His favourite subject-matter, wild life in general and fish in particular, places him
in a special category likely to earn him the devotion of enthusiasts but the neglect
of others: At the same time, his interests transcend the usual classifications; thus
in most libraries his work will be split between fiction, literature, history, natural
histary, sociolagy, juvenile books, etc., and this inevitably discourages any unified
response to his achicvement. Finally, his international puoblishing history not-
withstanding, he is a decidedly local writer, focusing his attention on western
North Amernica (particularly, of course, British Columbia), and it is well-known
that, despite the provenance of this magazine, Canadian literary activity in its
publishing, advertising, fashion-setting aspects is concentrated upon the eastern
part of the country, with all the unconscious preferences and prejudices that
always accompany such a situation. The aim of this article {by one who, theugh
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a student of the lierature of wild life, 1s no tisherman and lives and werks in
Torento) is to try to right the imbalance; T hope to offer an introductory survey
of Haig-Brown’s work (in the logging terminology of which he is fond, a “cruise™),
to establish its basic pattern and assess his overall contribution.

Haig-Brown's first book, Silverr The Story of an Atlantic Salmon, was pulb-
lished in 1g9371; his most recent, The Salmon, appeared in 1g74. Across a span of
over forty years, these two provide an appropriste frame for his literary career,
The common subject-matter indicates a lifelong interest in fishing and ichthy-
olegry, and it is noteworthy that, although the former was written for children
and the latter for adults, although the first is narrative and the second expesitory,
both are didactic, informative. Haig-Brown has always been an instructor, a
teacher or nothing, The connections between the two books suggest that his work
does indeed possess a coherent pattern, but there is one significant difference
between them: Siver wis published in England and has an English setting, while
The Salmon, though international in scope, was commissioned by the Canadian
government and is primarily concerned with the North American situation.

An approach to Haig-Brown's writing is best made, in fact, through an account
of his “transplanting” from southern Fngland, where he was born in 1908, to
Vancouver Island, which has been his permanent home since 1933, His roots go
deep into the English countryside, His maternal grandfather, Alfred Pope, who
had gone to school with Thomas Hardy, was mayor of Dorchester in 1886, the
year Hardy published his Dorchester novel, so could legitimately think of himself
as the mayor of Casterbridge, Haig-Brown spent many holidays in Dorset during
his boyhood, and on one oceasion accompanied his grandfather to tea with
Hardy at Max Gate. And it was in the environs of Darchester that the founda-
tions of his knowledge of outdeer life were well and truly laid. “In my carliest
fiching yenrs," he writes, “I fished between the chalk Lills of Durset until any
change in the river Frome or the fish that swam in it or the duns that haiched
fram its weed beds marked itsell instantly upon my mind. ™

But alongside a loving familiarity with the natural world he also inherited
literary interest and activity from both sides of his family. His grandfarher was
the author of The Old Stone Crosses of Dorset and his father, who was killed in
the First World War, had published Sporting Sonnets and Other Verse in 1903
and My Game-Book in 113, the latter dedieated to the five-year-old Haig-Brown
who has since called it "as beautifully written a piece of tradition as any that ever
sought to mold a boy” [HNS, 216). With this background, it it scarcely surpris-
ing to find him well versed in the English rural writers, and we encounter
references to them throughout his work — naturally enough, to Izaak Walten
and Charles Cotton (Haig-Brown's interest in fly-fishing leads him to prefer the
latter to the former), but also to Cilbert White, Cobbett, Surtees, Bames,
Jelleries, Hudson, and Henry Williamson (whose Salar the Salmon [1g35] was
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anticipated to some extent by Haig-Brown's own Sifver ), Alllwugh T would not
?rla:h to imply that Haig-Brown is anything but Canadian in his mature writings,
It s important to lay some emphasis on his connections with the esentially
English rural tradition.

Haig-Brown finst came out to Canada in 1925, travelling to Drilish Columbia
and the American Northwest, working in logging-camps and on surveys, and
thereby gaining his initiation into what was to become “years of living with pros-
pectors and trappers and stump ranchen” (BNS, 14). Before long, he had
registered a trap-line in the northern part of Vancouver Island and entered jnlo
a hand-logging partnership, He returned to England between 1924 and 1951, at
which time Silver was published, but he came back to Vancouver Island in the
latter year, and after working for some time as professivnal hunter, trapper and
guide, he married and sertled down by the Campbell River, home of “the mast
famous run of big salman in the world.™ In the books written since then — The
Salmon is his twenty-third — he can be said to have made the mountains, forests
and waters of British Columbia his own,

The relation between an immigrant and his adopted country is a complex one,
cs.pr:n:inlly for a writer who has established his literary niche as a detailed and
wide-ranging commentator on his new land, One gess the impresion when
reading through Haig-Brown's work that he has been particularly conscious of a
responsibility to justify his change of allegiance hy a tharough mastery of all the
histarical, zoological and sociological aspects of the province in which he fives, T
have I:ﬂfm my title for this essay from a passage in Starbuck Valley Winter
.{154 3) in whick Don Morgan, following in his creator’s foststeps (he is also an
imrgrant, but in his case from the United States), 15 about to estaklfish a trap-
line in the wilds:

He had nameq of his own for most of the creeks and swamps ke could see, and
even for some of the legging roads. Standing there, locking over it, he felt a
sudden pride in the country, a sense of ownership through knowledge, through
having set his feet upon so much of it in the three years he had lived there.®

Similar sentiments recur in Haig-Brown's writing, Here, for example, is the
continuation of the account of his Dorset upbringing in A River Never Sleeps:
"I}: the ycars since then I have fished one or two Vancouver rivers [ie., the
MNimpkish and the Campbell] until T know them as well as T know the Frome; 1
feel at home in them, and everything I see in them or about them has s mfani;lg
for me, as the life of the Frome meadows had™ {RNS, Bg). Ultimately, he ean
ﬂl'm:rv:f *1 fish the Campbell with a sense of ownership fully as strong as that of
any legitimate owner of fishing rights in the world, .. . The sense of ownership
grows simply from knowing the river” ( RNS, 550,

The image of exploration and discovery may be seen as a unifying thread that
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links his numerous writings, In his historical books for schoolchildren — Captain
of the Discovery {1a56), The Farthest Skores (1960) and Fur and Gold { 1g6a)
— he has brought to life the exploits of the men who first explored bath the coast
and the interior [Bering, the Spaniards, Vancouver, Mackenzie, Fraser, Theenp-
son, etc.] and in the last-named the administraters and politicians [notably
James Douglas) who consolidated the achievements of the explorers and initi-
ated the subsequent development of British Columbia, In Siloer and Return to
the River {1941}, at first sight books of a very different kind, a comparahle
interest is to be found, though this time the dimovery bs scientific; Hadg-Brown is
fascinated not only with the life-cycle of the salmon but with the efforts of
dedicated human beings {the unnamed “Good Fisherman® in the first, Senator
Evans and Don Gunner in the second ) to discover and reveal the complex secrets
of natural processes. In his juvenile adventure stories — especially Starbuck
Valley Winter and T'he Whale People (1962) — the boy-heroes embark upon
personal voyages of discovery, venturing inte new places and proving themselves
in new accomplichments. Haig-Brown's own role as fact-finder and sympathetic
interpreter is less dramatic but no less real; he eommunicates to his readers a
sense of intellectual discavery through painstaking research and a lifetime of
practical experience.

H:Ia FAVOUMTE EUnyeor i3, of course, fshing, and he has
written on virtually every aspect of it, from practical handhooks like A Printer af
Fly-Fishing (1964) to authoritative surveys like The Western Angler (1q79),
though he is at his best in the more personal mode, in such books as the four
accounts of the fisherman's year divided according to the seasons, and books of
csays on fishing subjects like 4 River Never Sleeps. But he iz by no means
confined to the literature of angling. His ownership through knowledge extends
over many other arcas. One of his novels, T¥mber (1942; published in England
as The Tall Trees Fall [1943] }is based upon his intimate acquaintance with the
logging industry, and he made a special study of cougars in order to write Ki-Fu
{ 1934 ; later republished as Panther) and another of the traditions of the Indians
of the Pacific Coast for The Whale People. But the seal on his intellectual owner-
ship of his adopted province was set by his writing of The Living Land (1961}
— veritable anatomy of British Columbia, which surveys its natural resources
and future prospeces on the hasis of the studies produced by a series of Resources
Conferences. 2

This whole image of ewnership can, however, he carried oo far. Haig-Brown
is acutely aware of the fact that “any given generation of men can have only a
lease, not ownership, of the carth; and one esential term of the lease is that the
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few others of 111:|.rL]-’tint!'r I am o part of & vast and alwn;rs in:maﬁng army of hunters
that suddenly seems to threaten the future of every wild creature I love. (MY,
1594)

More recently he has made comparahle statements conceming the papnlation
explosion among fishermen, and has proposed more stringent legislation and
advocated rules of self-discipline to meet the new dangers involved. Although te
some outsiders the combination of the roles of hunter, angler and protector of
wild life seerms contradictory, Haig-Brown is one of our leading conservationists,
and he carries special conviction because of his previcus, and continuing, experi-
£Hce as a sportsman.

He defines conservation as “a religious concept — the most universal and
fundamenital of all such concepts, the worship of fertility to which man has
dedicated himself in every civilization since his race began."* But hiz arguments
have hardly anything in common with those of urban arm-chair conservationists
whe all too often have little or no familiarity with the wilderness they profess to
defend, and whose opinions are abstract and theoretical. Like Thoreau and
Jefieries before him, he is prepared to defend sport because “carrying a gun has
taught me a thousand things about animals and country and wind and weather
that T should not otherwise have bothered to learn” (MY, 203). He knows the
differences between hunters and butchers (MY, 205), and insists that genuine
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