
T HERE IS A sharp contrast between the 
reputation of Pauline Johnson in her 
lifet ime and her reputation now. Two 
or three of her poems are known 
through anthologies, A. ]. M. Smith's 
Book of Canadian Poetry, Broadus' 
Book of Canadian Prose and Verse, 
Robins' Pocketful of Canada. The 
prose works are hardly known a t all, 
and she is not mentioned in Desmond 
Pacey's Creative Writing in Canada . 

Yet in her lifetime her work was 
loved by audiences of people of all 
classes right across Canada, and won 
high praise from the leading critics of 
the time. 

Why is there this contrast ? 
I t is not difficult to see why she is 

cold-shouldered by the clique of poets 
and novelists wh~ are more at home 
with the cosmopolitan writers of the 
United States and Britain than with 
the people of Canada. T here arc a 
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number of Canadian verse-writers who 
choose to stand aloof from their coun
try, and write as if suspended in mid
air over no-man's land. But Pauline 
Johnson was a devoted pat riot, who 
loved the actual land beneath her feet, 
and the actual people whom she saw 
and knew. 

Pauline Johnson knew Canada from 
tast to west, an d far into the north. 
She crossed and recrossed the country 
many times, reciting to many audiences 
and building in the people who heard 
her a consciousness of Canada as a 
whole. Mrs. W . Garland Foster, in her 
book, The jllfohawk Princess, said : 
"Long before 'national consciousness' 
was a Canadian concept, Pauline 
J ohnson was blazing a trail far ahead. 
Then, as the years drew on, tarrying 
as one who faithfully tends a little fire 
by a sadly neglected trail, she kept 
alive the sparks of Canadian patriot-

CPR No. I Westbound 

I swmg to the sunset land-
The world of prairie, the world of plain, 
The world of promise and hope and gain, 
The world of gold, and the world of grain, 

And the world of the willing hand. 

I carry the brave and bold-
The one who works for the nation's bread, 
The one whose past is a thing that's dead, 
The one who battles and beats ahead, 

And the one who goes for gold. 

I swing to the "Land to Be," 
I am the power that laid its floors, 
I am the guide to its western stores, 
I am the key to its golden doors, 

That open alone to me. 
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ism, lovingly ovcrlaid with I nd ian tra
ditions." 

Perhaps it would be truer to say 
that her patriotism was rooted in her 
deep sense of Canada as the ancestral 
hom e of her peoplt' . She is one of the 
few creative wrjtcr~; who can look back 
through their fathers to a remote p ast 
in Canada. Her passionate love for the 
Try soil of Canada, her devot ion to 

he r pcoplr, her sense of loss to a 
foreign interloper, her acceptance, 
through her mother, of the children of 
the foreigner, all this produced in her 
a conflict of emotions which found ex
pression in h er verse ane in her best 
short stories. 

In the tradition of every people there 
lies a system, more or less dearly de
fined, of morality, an accepted stan
dard of human relationships. Among 
the over-sophistica ted there is a mark
ed uneasiness in this realm of the tra
dition. But r alist5 must face it. I n an 
age like ours, upholders of the status 
quo cannot face it, for how are they 
to deal with widespre>ad exploitation, 
lying propaganda, bribed false ",:it
nesses? This is probably another reason 
why modern critics tum away from her. 
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Her V ancouver L egends, whether 
they rdleet her own thoughts or the 
bona fide tradi tion of the W est Coast 
I ndians, are almost all moral tales. 
\Vith extreme simplicity they bring for
ward the basic virtues of primitive 
commUnIsm: reverence for natural 
law, freedom from avarice, love fo r 
chil dren, p rac tical concern for the 
common good. Like the stories of many 
peoples, they sometimes deal with a 
confEct between virtues on t wo levels, 
the private and the public. We have 
only to n:ca I the stories of Abraham 
called upon to sacrifice I saac, of th e 
boy Jesus escaping from his parents to 
teach in the T emp le, of Antigone steal
ing out to bury her brother against the 
public decree, to realize how common 
this theme is. Such stories are rooted 
in the experience of all p eoples, an 
experi ence which can only be avoided 
by denying one or other of the levels 
of moral obligat ion. Pauline J ohnson 
had many reasons for experiencing such 
confEcts in her own life. She had a 
Mohawk father and an English 
mother. She passionately grieved over 
the wrongs suffered by her father' s 
people, and by her father himself at 
the hands of the white men. Yet she 
was loyal to the Canada of her mother, 
and accepted a common humanity with 
the children of her people's despoilers . 
Further, her passion to speak for her 
people, and her sympathy with the 
varied audiences whom she delighted 
with her poems, conflicted with her 
longing for a home, and personal lovr. 

It is in the legends and tales that 
all this is most fully expressed. T he 

story called The Recluse may be 
taken as an example. T h is legend is 
rooted in the belief that there is some
thing unlucky for the whole tribe in 
the birth of twins. T wins are born to 
a North Pacific Coast chief. There is 
grief in the whole tribe. The judgment 
of an old Medicine Man is accepted 
like a doom. T he father must go, and 
remain alone in the mountains fighting 
his invisible enemy. A great sign will 
te ll him when the evil is conquered, 



bu t the sign wi I not come till he has 
been away ten days. 

13y some unlucky fa te the fa ther mis
hears the Medicine Man, and under
stands that he must remain away for 
tm years. Apparently the tribe also 
IT akes th is mistake. He goes away and 
"thus was one more added to the long 
list of self-forgetting souls whose creed 
has been : 'It is fi tting that onc should 
suffer for the people' ." 

"v'hen the ten years arc over the sign 
comes from the T hunder Bird that the 
term of atonement is over. At the same 
time the twin boys set off to find their 
father. They unerringly journey to his 
lodge in the mountains, and the three, 
hand-in-hand, set out for home. 

That is all, the simples t story of 
fatherly and filial love, coming in con
flict for a time with devotion to the 
common good, and coming into its o,vn 
at last. 

There was a further conflic t in 
Pauline J ohnson's thought, often ex
pressed in the legends and tales, be
tween her emancipation from super
stition and her romantic nostalgia for 
the legends of her ancestors. 

We may guess that Pauline Johnson 
would have liked to live in an inno
rent world, and was too easily won 
owr to turn away from the evils which 
she felt powerless to fight against. 

The kind of figh t which she would 
have liked to bc able to wage is p re
sented st, rkly and vehemently in the 
story As I t vVas in t he Beginning. Here 
in black and white is the murder which 
Pauline Johnson can imagine herself to 
have committed, the deserved murder, 
the fla mingly righteous murder. It is 
one of the best stories in our literature. 
It can be found in the volume called 
T he lvfoc casin jl,1aket, a volume very 
difficult to corne by. In it is concen
trated all that Pauline Johnson her
self must have suffered from the white 
people, added to all that she knew 
other Indian women, and men too, h ad 
suffered . At the climax the I ndian girl 
says of the missionary who had edu
cated her : "What did I care for his 
God, h is heaven, his hell? He had rob
bed me of my native faith , of my 
parents, of my people, of this last, this 
life of love that would have made a 
great, good woman of me. God! how 
I hated him !" 

Pauline Johnson was, as we saw, 
widely loved by the Canadian people 
during her lifetime. T hey knew and 
loved her because he herself t ravelled 
t hrough the country and established 
bonds of personal friendship. 

But there arc signs now of a reviving 
interest in her work, which will no 
doubt be much bettcr known in the 
near future. 

The Corn Husker 

H ard by the Indian lodges, whe re the bush 
Breaks in a dear·ng, through ill-fashioned fi elds, 

Sh.e comes to labour, when the first still hush 
Of autumn follows large and recen t yields. 

A~e in her fingers, hunger in her face, 
Her figure stooped with weigh t of work and years, 

Bu t rich in tawny coloring of her race, 
She comes a-fi eld to strip the purple cars. 

And all her thoughts a re with the days gone by, 
Ere might's injustice banished from their lands 

Her people, that today unheeded lie, 
Like the dead husks that rustIc through her hands . 
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