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Nineteenth-century Canadian settler Susanna Moodie explains, in her autobiographical work Roughing It in the Bush, why she was unable to write in the backwoods of Canada.  “I had never been able to turn my thoughts towards literature during my sojourn in the bush.  When the body is fatigued with labour, unwonted and beyond its strength, the mind is in no condition for mental occupation” (417).  The labour Moodie refers to is not specifically “maternal labour” - the labour of childbirth, or even the “labour” of childrearing.  However, one cannot help but consider these connotations when one realizes that Moodie arrived in the backwoods with one child, and left the backwoods seven years later with five children, and expecting a sixth.  In an introduction to one edition of Roughing It in the Bush Margaret Atwood prompts us to:



remember ... that the years [Moodie] spent in the bush were childbearing ones for her; in those days before modern medicine, when a doctor, even if there had been one available, wouldn't have been much help, not all the children eventually survived.  Mrs. Moodie is reticent on the subject, but she says at one point rather chillingly, that she never felt really at home in Canada until she had buried some of her children in it.  (Atwood, “Introduction” xii)

Indeed Moodie was reticent regarding her children when they were ill or dying and she was virtually silent regarding her pregnancies and deliveries, but she was outspoken about her experiences in Canada as a mother.  I would like to focus on the two issues Atwood raises in her introduction:  first that Moodie is a mother, and second on the feelings of “at homeness” she eventually experiences in Canada, because the two are presented as connected, by both Atwood and Moodie herself.  Exploring the connection between the two, a connection that is played out in the language of Roughing It in the Bush, in turn raises two important concerns within post-colonial theory and writing:  the problematic position of language and the uneasy position of the colonist in the “new” space of the settler colony.  


Susanna Moodie came to Canada in 1832, as a new wife and a new mother, a move which her earlier correspondence reveals she may have been ambivalent about making.  In a letter dated in January 1831 she claims, “I will neither marry a soldier nor leave my country for ever” (Letters of a Lifetime 55).  Yet in April 1831 she did marry John Dunbar Moodie, a half-pay officer, and soon after emigrated to Canada.  In Roughing It, Moodie elaborates on her decision to emigrate:   “I bowed to a superior mandate, the command of duty; for my husband’s sake, for the sake of the infant, whose little bosom heaved against my swelling heart, I had consented to bid adieu for ever to my native shores” (Roughing 194).  Able to provide for their own wants, the Moodies did not have the wealth to provide for a growing family in England – “the half-pay of a subaltern officer, managed with the most rigid economy, is too small to supply the wants of a family” (Roughing 195).  Therefore the Moodies decided to emigrate immediately after the birth of their first child.  Katie was born February 14, 1832, making Moodie a very new mother when she arrived in Canada in September of that same year.  Moodie presents her decision to emigrate, then, as one of maternal duty.


Leaving an upper middle-class literary life, Moodie was ill-prepared for the new life that awaited her in Canada.  She was not accomplished in domesticity, having formerly shunned such pursuits for the occupation of writing and the society of her literary friends:  “there is to me a charm in literary society which none other can give” (Letters of a Lifetime 61).  This lack of experience is apparent in Roughing It in the Bush when she is faced with running her own household.  Because Moodie was unprepared for this task in Canada and yearned for intellectual society, her memoirs are often bleak and her pessimism and unhappiness are not masked.  At the same time, Moodie’s fascination with the beauty of the Canadian landscape and her enchantment with the solitude it provides her are apparent.  Much has been made of these contradictions that exist in the haphazard collection of anecdotes which comprise Roughing It in the Bush. 


Most critics of Moodie have been drawn to her work because of the fragmented quality of her writing, and their critical commentary takes this division as a beginning from which to interpret, evaluate, and understand her work.    Some genres that have been explored to try to determine a unifying principle in Roughing It in the Bush include autobiography (Klinck), the English sketch (Ballstadt), travel writing (Giltrow), and the sentimental novel (Fowler).  Themes include Moodie’s use of nature (MacDonald), Moodie’s own personality (Shields), and the divided Canadian psyche (Atwood).  However, most of these critical perspectives reduce complexities to a single theme or structure.  Moreover, most of these readings do not sufficiently take into consideration Moodie’s gender.


A more satisfactory approach which attempts to repair this absence to some degree is offered in Bina Freiwald’s essay “‘The tongue of woman’:  The language of the Self in Moodie’s Roughing It in the Bush.”  Freiwald reads Moodie’s autobiographical work in the light of new feminist interpretations of motherhood.  Freiwald argues that Moodie’s perspective is a maternal one and that the narrative is articulated in a “maternal idiom,” but that the maternal gaze of the text “is more a manner of communicating than the substance of the tale” (157).  Freiwald distinguishes “three interrelated planes” (165) of the maternal idiom.  Maternal idiom is used first, for the purpose of self-representation:  “Moodie freely alternates between the poles of motherhood and childhood” (165); second, as a principle by which Moodie constructs and judges her characters; and finally, as an extended conceptual metaphor which articulates the experience of emigration as “the loss of childhood and a separation from the mother” (165).  Freiwald concludes that “Roughing It in the Bush may be about more than divided loyalties, the pioneer experience and the challenge of the wilderness, [and] man’s [sic] existential anguish - .... It is perhaps also about something much closer to home, something that has been kept out of sight for too long, something Moodie calls ‘maternal feelings’” (170).


By attending to Moodie’s use of maternal idiom, and linking it with her preoccupation with the “territorial, cultural and psychic displacement” (163) of the colonial settler, Freiwald suggests some interesting questions regarding the connections between mothers, language, and place.  One must agree with Freiwald that what she calls the maternal story of Roughing It in the Bush, cannot be separated from the central themes of dislocation, displacement and disconnection.  And, from a specifically post-colonial theoretical position this reading has a particular resonance.  By building on Freiwald’s work to make positive the maternal experience, Moodie’s maternal discourse becomes significant in terms not only of emigration, but more specifically the position of the female settler-invader in Canada.


The fragmented character of Moodie’s work, which has both fascinated and frustrated her critics, is a result of the conflicting ideologies, colonial and imperial, that are married, not always happily, in her writing.  Alongside Moodie’s descriptions of daily colonial life and eccentric colonial characters, are addresses to nature and to God, which are traditional fare in nineteenth-century English women’s writing (Shields 5).  Moodie necessarily shifts her rhetoric and tone to conform to this tradition, resulting in formulaic, and according to some critics her worst, writing (5-6).


Shifts in language are telling in post-colonial texts.  As several post-colonial writers and theorists have discussed, language is a crucial site of contestation between colonized peoples and imperial powers (Gilbert, Ashcroft et al., Lee, Maxwell).  Because language is one of the main features of imperial oppression, it is also one of the most fertile grounds for resistance (Ashcroft et al. 7-11).  In the case of the settler colonial in Canada, the relationship between land and language is problematic because the language with which the settler emigrates is alien to the colonial space (Maxwell, Lee, Kroetsch, Brydon).  This incongruity is not a simple mismatch that can be solved through time in and familiarity with the colony.  Rather, “the Canadian writer’s particular predicament is that he works with a language within a literature, that appears to be his own.... But ... there is in the Canadian word a concealed other experience, sometimes British, sometimes American” (Kroetsch 9).  Thus the relation between language and land remains a site of investigation and conflict in the writing of settler colonies. 


Susanna Moodie’s own “sensitivity to language is acute:  she abominates swearing, she reproduces dialect with an extraordinarily keen ear, she is enormously conscious of the titles people use in addressing each other - and this sensitivity to the diversity of linguistic phenomena indicates a strong sense of the inherited norms of language” (Tinkler 12).  But these inherited norms prove unstable in the new colony.  Atwood’s The Journals of Susanna Moodie, a critical reading of Moodie’s writings, points out this instability.  In the first poem of the collection, “Disembarking at Quebec,” Atwood’s Moodie makes the following observation about her arrival:



It is my clothes, my way of walking,



the things I carry in my hand



-a book, a bag with knitting-



the incongruous pink of my shawl



this space cannot hear



....



I am a word



in a foreign language. (11)

And later, her neighbours “speaking a twisted dialect to [her] differently- / shaped ears” force her to “negotiate the drizzle / of strange meaning” using her “damaged / knowing of the language” (“First Neighbours” 14-15).


In a struggle to find herself in this new place, Susanna Moodie seeks a dialect or idiom of expression in which she can be understood, but through which she can also understand her new environment and her position within it.  She turns to “the tongue of woman” (Roughing 127) or more precisely the tongue of mother, as a discourse of self-representation, and connection.

  
“Mother tongue” refers to the first language an individual learns; a language learned from infancy, but also a language that conveys the values and social expectations of a specific culture.  What shapes Roughing It in the Bush is the progressive alteration of Moodie’s mother tongue, an alteration that is caused by Moodie’s emigration and subsequent separation from her “motherland” and from her mother.  But Moodie adopts a different kind of mother tongue to compensate for this separation.  Moodie casts herself as a mother, suggesting perhaps that her children, and she has many, both literal and figurative, may be compensation for the loss of a mother.  In Canada, Moodie’s “mothertongue” becomes a sort of pre-symbolic language aimed more at creating contact in her new land than at representing it (Homans 25), and this is the language that she, herself a lost word in Canada (Atwood, “First Neighbours” 14), speaks, and writes, in Roughing It in the Bush.


Moodie’s intense homesickness in the early chapters of Roughing It in the Bush expresses the pain she feels at the loss of a mother and the ending of a childhood that she associates with emigration.  Her memories of England are memories of childhood haunts, English spring weather, warbling birds, humming bees, primroses and violets, of a “Nature ... [that] had ever smiled upon me like an indulgent mother, holding out her loving arms to enfold to her bosom her erring but devoted child” (73).  Moodie grieves for this “mother”:



Dear, dear England! why was I forced by a stern necessity to leave you?  What heinous crime had I committed, that I, who adored you, should be torn from your sacred bosom, to pine out my joyless existence in a foreign clime?  (73)

Thus, the conceptual, extended metaphor of Roughing It in the Bush articulates the experience of emigration as “a separation from the mother.  In relation to their native land, emigrants, for Moodie, forever remain children” (Freiwald 165).


Paradoxically however, Moodie’s emigration also signals her passage from childhood to motherhood.  A close reading of Roughing It in the Bush that notes the numerous references to Moodie’s children, as well as many other references to both literal and figurative mothers and children, reveals that Moodie also represents herself as “a figure of mothering” (Freiwald 156).  Moodie’s equivocal representation of herself as both a mother and a child may be partially explained by considering Margaret Homans’ theories of mothering and language.


Homans’ theory is based on Chodorow’s psychoanalytic analysis of mothering. which challenges Freud’s famous equation that a baby equals a substitute penis.  Chodorow purports instead that “women seek to reproduce their preoedipal relation to their mothers ... [by] bearing children” (Homans 23).  Homans explores the implications of Chodorow’s feminist revision of mothering for Lacanian language theory (in which the preoedipal is equated with the presymbolic), based on her own proposition that “‘a language of presence’ is shared between a mother and child, in which the presence or absence of referents in the ordinary sense is quite unimportant” (Homans 18).  Conceding that there are difficulties in distinguishing a nonsymbolic, or presymbolic language, “because the articulation of the nonsymbolic depends upon the symbolic” (20), Homans argues for a mother-daughter language that does not so much “signify” as “present contact between mother and daughter.... The words matter as sounds, monotonous and rhythmic, issuing from and returning to the body” (18).  She further argues:  “If the daughter’s preoedipal closeness to her mother is accompanied by a presymbolic language of presence, then when the daughter attempts to recreate her symbiotic closeness with her mother, she is also attempting to recreate that presymbolic language.  The reproduction of mothering will also be the reproduction of a presymbolic communicativeness” (25).


Homans’ idea that a presymbolic or nonsymbolic language of presence, communication, and contact exists between a mother and daughter is provocative when one considers the conflicts between mothering, language, and place that occur in Roughing It in the Bush.  Because the questions of language and place which Moodie explores are inevitably and intricately tangled with her position as a mother in the colony, Homans’ notions may offer an analogy for reading Moodie’s maternal discourse.  If Moodie’s emigration to Canada is cast as a separation from her mother and her Mother Country, then her “mothertongue” may be interpreted as an attempt to “reproduce” a pre-emigration relationship of connection with a “mother”: that is her own mother and/or England.  According to Chodorow’s construction Moodie’s children would be the source of this connection.


To argue that Moodie’s children reproduce for her in Canada the presence of a “mother,” whether in a literal or figurative sense, is complicated by Moodie herself, who, while representing England as the Mother Country, progressively conceives of Canada as a “mother” as well.  However there is sufficient evidence in the text to argue that connections to both “mothers” - Canada and England - are derived from the relationship between Moodie and her daughter Katie, and more specifically from the nonsymbolic language they share.  For example, Moodie describes Katie, when she is fifteen months old and just beginning “to prattle,” as “feeling and admiring everything, and talking to it in her baby language” (166).



She was a sweet, lovely flower herself, and her charming infant graces reconciled me more than aught else, to a weary lot.  Was she not purely British?  Did not her soft blue eyes, and sunny curls, and bright rosy cheeks for ever remind me of her Saxon origin, and bring before me dear forms and faces I could never hope to behold again? (166)

Katie recalls for Moodie, then, British relationships and connections.  Katie’s infant “prattle” which expresses her fondness for things around her, things Canadian, inspires Moodie to accept her otherwise “joyless existence” in Canada (73).


Another, more striking, example of this connection occurs when the Moodies move, from the settled farm on which they spent their first year in Canada, deeper into the backwoods to take up their land grant.   Moodie writes about the journey:  “Little Katie was enchanted with the jingling of the sleigh-bells, and nestled among the packages, kept singing or talking ... in her baby lingo.  Trifling as these little incidents were, ... they revived my drooping spirits, and I began to feel a lively interest in the scenes through which we were passing” (259).  Later in this same journey, Moodie’s responses change.  “The children had fallen asleep.  A deep silence pervaded....  The ancient forest stretched around us on every side, and a foreboding sadness sunk upon my heart....I gazed through tears upon the singularly savage scene around me, and secretly marvelled, ‘What brought me here?’” (266).  The presence - or absence - of the children and their “language,” then, significantly affects Moodie’s affections for and connectedness with Canada.

  
 Obviously, Moodie’s use of a maternal idiom to create contact and connections does not completely resolve the displacement and disconnection inherent in emigration, for, as we have seen, the connections she represents are not consistently with either Canada or England.  Further tensions are created by Moodie’s figurative representation of the experience of emigration as both a separation from the mother, and thus a move toward independent status and adulthood; and her construction of the colonial relation as that of a child to her “mother” country.  The new country is both an adopted child and an adopting parent.  Finally, conflicts remain in Moodie’s representations of mothering.  On a literal level, her colonial experiences as a mother are discordant with Victorian middle-class ideologies of mothering, and yet, just as Homans suggests that “the articulation of the nonsymbolic depends upon the symbolic” (20), Moodie is forced to represent the affection for her new country which is catalyzed by her children, in the language of middle-class Victorian domesticity.

 
In describing her day-to-day experiences as a settler in Canada, Moodie presents herself as a surrogate mother to other settlers, by providing religious instruction, emotional support, physical relief, and creature comforts to other women (and men) often less fortunate than herself.  For example, one incident in Roughing It in the Bush relates Moodie performing the spiritual duties required of the Victorian mother.  When a neighbour’s daughter, Phoebe, falls ill Moodie provides the religious instruction that the girl’s “heathen mother” (161) failed to provide.  Moodie’s maternal tenderness is stimulated by Phoebe’s requests; she develops a deep compassion for the girl, and sincerely grieves when the girl dies.


Like many settler-invaders, Moodie also casts herself as a mothering figure in her relationship with Native Canadians.  Ambiguities are readily discernible in Moodie’s representations of what she calls her “Indian friends,” but they are contained within the “Native as child” trope expressed in the chapter’s poetic epigraph:  “Man of strange race! stern dweller of the wild! / Nature’s free-born, untamed, and daring child!” (273).  Moodie repeatedly represents Native Canadians as childish, whether positively or negatively:  they are as honest, loving, imaginative and innocent as children, but their childlike curiosity, suspicion, ignorance and vanity are very trying of Moodie’s patience.  In her writing, they serve as a quaint and charming entertainment for her and her readers, because of their simple nature.  For example, Moodie’s “Indian friends” are depicted as being as delighted as infants with a map of Canada she possesses, “squealing with delight” when they recognise their home on it.  When inside the house they would eagerly “point to every object that attracted their attention, asking a thousand questions” (280).  Even more amusing to Moodie, however, was the Native Canadian who took her woodgravings outside for his dog to look at, “as if the animal really could have shared in his pleasure” (283).  Conceiving of Native Canadians as childlike allows the settler-invader to adopt paternalistic and patronising, or in Moodie’s case maternalistic, but equally patronising, attitudes.


Moodie’s patronising attitudes seem to be justified, for her, by the affection she perceives the Native Canadians develop for her and her family.



There never was a people more sensible of kindness, or more grateful for any little act of benevolence exercised towards them.  We met them with confidence; our dealings with them were conducted with the strictest integrity; and they became attached to our persons.... (279)

This attachment suggests a bond analogous to that between parent and child.  Moodie relates tales of indigenous women coming to her for shelter, mothers requesting assistance for their sick children, hunters bringing her gifts of duck, venison, and wild grapes, and desiring to have their portraits drawn, all because, “Moodie's squaw know much” (291).  Moodie never seems to doubt her perception that the indigenous Canadians are anxious to obtain the benefit of her knowledge.  Moodie represents herself as a “good mother,” benevolent and creditable, another reason the attachment has developed, perhaps, and the Native Canadians express their affection in the names they choose for her and her family.  Moodie’s name means “humming-bird,” and her daughters are named “a star” and “northern lights.”  In contrast neighbours receive names like “cross eye,” “big or ugly nose” and “thin stick” (297).  Moodie’s “mothering,” according to her, was received by the Native peoples with gratitude because of the knowledge she could offer, and which according to Moodie they were anxious to receive.


Moodie’s stories of her “Indian friends” are important in another crucial way.  Carole Gerson hears in these stories Moodie’s unwritable maternal body.  As Gerson argues, Moodie’s representations of Native women differ substantially from her representations of Native men.  While Moodie’s attitudes are consistent towards her male “Indian friends,” “the women receive her affection, admiration and respect” (Gerson 12).  Reading them as “projections of Moodie’s own gender-based fears and concerns, arising in part from their shared maternal perspective,” Gerson draws attention to the frequency and importance of the “woman-to-woman engagement” (5) and “mother-to-mother connection with the Indian women” (10) that Moodie recounts.  By relating incidents of women nearing confinement, coping alone with children, and grieving the loss of a child (Roughing 288, 292, 294, 298), Moodie “negotiates past the silences imposed by Victorian decorum ( by expressing some of [her] own publicly unspeakable desires and concerns through [her] literary representation of Indian women” (Gerson 11).   


Literal representations of Moodie’s role as a mother are also important to her experiences in Canada, and she always has a child at her side (Freiwald 158).  In an article on settler women and autobiography, Helen Buss explores the settler woman’s development of a relationship with the land in a way which is useful here.  Claiming that women view and experience the land and culture differently from men, Buss offers autobiographical accounts by women to support her claim.  She finds consistently that “women autobiographers ... react to the strangeness of the Canadian landscape by merging their own identity, in some imaginative way, with the new land.  They arrive at this point in two ways:  through a relationship with significant others and through some creative activity that discovers each woman's unique relation to the land” (126).  The prevailing outcome is often an optimistic, positive one.  By documenting her experiences, as wife or mother, the settler woman “contributes to her sense of self as a capable Canadian wilderness pioneer” (128).


All of the settler women whom Buss studies write, and some also paint, as Moodie did.  The desire which motivates these women's creativity is a desire “to connect” (129).  This connection is twofold.  The woman connects with the land through her connections with other, significant people.  Connections with Canada, then, are made in a very personal way if women achieve “the realization of self in the wilderness through significant relationships and the act of writing to an intimate audience” (130).


Relationships, of varying intimacy, with local friends and neighbours are apparent throughout Roughing It in the Bush.  But Moodie’s other intimate familial relationships, which are constant and vital to her and therefore are repeatedly mentioned in Roughing It in the Bush, and often remarked in Life in the Clearings, are her relationships with her children, four of whom were born during her years in the backwoods.  Her care for them informs her entire experience in the Canadian bush, and the extent to which they sustain Moodie throughout her life in the bush is evidenced in a collection of letters between Moodie and her husband.  This intimate correspondence between husband and wife foregrounds the extent of Moodie’s preoccupation and concern with her children.  A series of Susanna’s letters to John, spanning January to July of 1839, are filled with extended accounts of the children’s growth, the children’s illnesses, and the children’s drollery.  During months of “sickness, anxiety and sorrow” (Letters of Love 137), Moodie found herself “occupied incessantly at the sick bed of two of our dear children, whom I expected every hour to breathe their last” (129).  It is only when her children are out of danger that Moodie’s thoughts turn to herself:  “I was very ill myself.  I had not even felt the effects of this horrible influenza – so great was my anxiety about my children” (131).  As this anxiety subsides, “The children are all now quite well and looking charmingly” (140), Moodie revels in her children’s health and spirit, accounting these too in extensive detail.  This private writing underscores her concern for her children and the centrality of Moodie’s children to her experiences of Canada. 


Most, if not all, of the experiences Moodie recalls in Roughing It in the Bush which chronicle her growing attachment to Canada involve her children, even if the connections are achieved indirectly through the children.  For example, Moodie’s sense of propriety is continuously affronted in Canada by the informality of Canadians, and their disregard for class distinctions.  However, left alone for long periods of time by her husband, with only her children, the servants and the neighbours, she is forced to turn to undesirable folk for adult company.  She justifies her association with those of inferior social status by proving their worth in terms of their relationships with her children.  Moodie recounts at length the exemplary attachments several dubious characters form with her children, which are zealously reciprocated by the children, as attestations of their good character.  For if Moodie is not a reliable judge of character, who can doubt the judgement of her baby daughters or sons?


This kind of argument reveals three things:  Moodie forms connections with people through her children; attachments to her children are by extension attachments to Moodie herself.  Second, these relationships record Moodie’s shifting position on social structure, which is vital to the development of her sympathies for Canada.  Finally, these sympathies aid in the development of Moodie’s understanding of, and therefore attachment to, Canada.


But Moodie’s children also provide her with a more direct encounter with the Canadian land.  Moodie’s early descriptions of Canada are romantic, influenced by the eighteenth-century rhetoric of the picturesque and the sublime.  For example, her depiction of the departure from Grosse Isle reads:



Cradled in the arms of the St. Lawrence, and basking in the bright rays of the morning sun, the island and its sister group looked like a second Eden just emerged from the waters of chaos.  With what joy could I have spent the rest of the fall in exploring the romantic features of that enchanting scene!  (Roughing 36)

This passage continues for several paragraphs in the same tone, and the tenor of Moodie’s other reflections on the Canadian landscape is similar.  But Moodie’s children remind her of the actualities of the Canadian land.  Katie, although born in England, is very much a child of Canadian nature, as her love of the wild Canadian flora testifies.



So fond was the dear child of flowers, that her father used to hold her up to the apple-trees, then rich in their full spring beauty, that she might kiss the blossoms.  She would pat them with her soft white hands, murmuring like a bee among the branches.  To keep her quiet whilst I was busy, I had only to give her a bunch of wild flowers.  She would sit as still as a lamb, looking first at one and then at another, pressing them to her little breast in a sort of ecstasy.  (Roughing 166)
The other children are equally fond of another wild flower - the dandelion, “with its golden flowers and curious seed-vessels, which form a constant plaything to the little children rolling about and luxuriating among the grass” (355).  The sensual enjoyment of the landscape is tempered by tormenting mosquitoes – “[t]he hands, arms and face of the poor babe were covered every morning with red inflamed bumps, which often threw out blisters” (167),  biting cold winters – “teeth were chattering with the cold, and the children were crying over their aching fingers” (486), and burning hot summers – “[t]he children were lying listlessly on the floor for coolness” (307).  The bodies of her children and their various discomforts temper the romantic rhetoric of the picturesque and sublime which Moodie brought with her from England.

  
But, although the experiences Moodie recalls in Roughing It in the Bush repeatedly exemplify the belief that the settler woman’s feelings of displacement in the new land can be assuaged through her children, and chronicle her growing attachment to Canada, their representation remains bound within the sentimental discourse of nineteenth-century maternity. In her reconstruction of the relationship between Moodie and her publisher, and her examination of Moodie’s participation in the production of Roughing It in the Bush, for example, Alison Rukavina notes a revision that deliberately manipulates the sympathy of a European audience.  An alteration in the sketch “A Visit to Grosse Isle,” which was first published in The Victoria Magazine, leaves Moodie alone not with her husband and daughter, but “alone with [her] baby” (Roughing 24) when the Moodies’ ship arrives in Canada. “What is interesting about this chapter is not so much [the] sympathetic image of mother and child but the fact that this chapter was edited to manufacture such an image” (Rukavina 46).  Rukavina credits this change to Moodie herself, thereby suggesting that Moodie consciously positions herself as a mother.  And throughout Roughing It, there is no shortage of moments which require Moodie to clutch a child to her breast.


Moodie’s colonial maternal experience becomes most interesting in the moments which resist representation in the language she is forced to use, “the language of others” (Lee 498).  The nonchalance with which she announces the arrival of three of her children, for example, may be a result of the circumstances in which they occur.  Agnes’ birth is abruptly announced, “On the 9th of June, my dear little Agnes was born,” in the same paragraph as a funeral; Moodie watches the funeral procession from the pillow of her childbed (170).  Similarly the next child is born into a household overwhelmed by illness – “In the midst of this confusion, and with my precious little Addie lying insensible on a pillow at the foot of my bed - expected every moment to breath her last sigh - on the night of the 26th of August the boy I had so ardently coveted was born” (323).  Finally, Donald’s birth announcement is equally brief, and is also surrounded by poverty and Moodie’s ill health:  “On the 21st of May of this year [1836], my second son, Donald was born.  The poor fellow came in hard times” (361).


The simultaneity of children being born and dying recalls the connection that Atwood points out between “at homeness” and Moodie’s dead children, with which this paper began.  Moodie writes about her growing attachment to Canada:



The offspring of Britain, thou must be great, and I will and do love thee, land of my adoption, and of my children's birth; and, oh dearer still to a mother's heart - land of their graves! (73)

Margaret Atwood also picks up this link in The Journals of Susanna Moodie.  For it is in Atwood’s poems “Death of a Young Son by Drowning” and “The Deaths of the Other Children” that Atwood’s Moodie allies herself with the Canadian wilderness.  When Atwood’s Moodie loses her first son, she feels no connection with the land:



He, who navigated with success



the dangerous river of his own birth



once more set forth



on a voyage of discovery



into the land I floated on



but could not touch to claim



...






I planted him in this country






like a flag.  (Journals 30-1)
The ceremonious burial of her son is the act of the settler who has yet to successfully merge with the land.  “The Deaths of the Other Children” suggests a relationship with the land now exists as the children’s bodies meld with the landscape:


The body dies



little by little



the body buries itself



joins itself



to the loosened mind, to the black-



berries and thistles, ...



My arms, my eyes, my grieving



words, my disintegrated children



Everywhere I walk, along



the overgrowing paths, my skirt



tugged at by the spreading briers



they catch at my heels with their fingers.  (Journals 41)

The briers that catch Moodie’s heels are her children's fingers, the distinction between the child and the land has dissolved, suggesting a bond with the land that is “terribly real and vital” because it is hastened by the death of her children (Groening 174).


Moodie’s most vital connections with Canada derive from her losses.  The separation from her mother, the alteration of her mother’s language, and the deaths of two of her children result in an altered construction of motherhood on the colonial site.  In a land that resists representation, Moodie must appeal to another, a new language.  She chooses the language of mothering, but hers is a “mothertongue” which joins birth and death into the positive experience of mothering.


Moodie’s use of a maternal idiom which offers glimpses of mothering in the text provides “islands of relatedness” (Freiwald 157), or connection and contact, in what seems to Moodie an unpredictable and sometimes strange colony.  This strategy is crucial for Moodie in her negotiation of an uneasy position in the new world, and to our understanding of that position.  Moodie’s Canadian sketches, then, chronicle her growing attachment to the country she has adopted and been adopted by.  She describes herself both as Canada’s “daughter by adoption” and “the happy mother of Canadian children - rejoicing in the warmth and hospitality of a Canadian Home” (Life 333).  But, although she recognizes Canada as a mother and describes herself as a mother, she also conceives of Canada as “the great daughter of a great mother” (Life 322), and herself as an adopted child.  Her position as a daughter of England and a mother in a new country inhibits her positioning herself, or her new country, definitively. Her position as both a mother and a child allies her simultaneously with Canada and England.  “Caught between her own mother country and her children’s country of birth, between her own childhood (which the mother country will always represent) and her children’s childhood (which turns her into a mother)” (Freiwald 67), Moodie is unable to “exalt the one at the expense of the other” (Roughing 39).  Moodie calls Canada both “the great fostering mother of the orphans of civilisation” and “the land of [her] adoption” (73), thus positioning herself figuratively as a daughter of Canada and a mother of Canada, while she is literally the mother of Canadian children.  Canada becomes Moodie’s “mother” by the act of her mothering, and tragically by the death of her children there.  Such figurative positioning enables Moodie to begin to articulate her new, settler-invader identity, and to negotiate her new connections and contacts with a new country.
Note


 An earlier version of this paper was presented as “From Mother Tongue to Mother-Daughter Tongue: Language and Maternity in Susanna Moodie’s Roughing It in the Bush.”  The Body in the Library Conference, University of Queensland, 1994.
Copyright:  Veronica Thompson
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