Landscape’s Narrative:
Doing the Malcolm Lowry Walk
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Dollarton Flas, Site of Malcolm Lowry’s Shack

ly difficult to follow the path of abandoned, rejected, and revised

drafts to the “finished” object we take off our shelf and hold in our
hands. Every book trails its phantom early versions that go unread, fated
to be published in heaven, a writer may vainly hope, but denied a read-
ership on earth. In Malcolm Lowry’s day, handwritten and typed manu-
scripts began as sketches in a notepad oron a napkin, which were trans-
formed into successive drafts that were then set aside, lost, or intention-
ally destroyed before the final handful of pages was chosen that became
a book. If we could recover all the different versions of Under the Volcano,
place them on the floor of a mammoth Museum of Lost Narratives, and
read from the first jottings to the final printed sheet of the published
book, would we necessarily choose to keep the final edited pages? A book
is like a carefully planned landscape, like the elegantly crafted grid of
Manbhattan’s Central Park or the paths on Montreal’s Mountain. Like

IN OUR AGE of manuscripts composed on computers it is increasing-
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these sites, a book triumphs over all its earlier, phantom versions — its
hidden, wilder pathways, and buried ghosts.

The Garden

In alifetime of often fretful, but more or less constant writing, Lowry allowed
himself to stop revising two books of fiction, Ultramarineand Under the Vol-
cano. The narratives called Dark as the Grave Wherein My Friend is Laid,
La Mordida, and “The Forest Path to the Spring” burgeoned and grew wild-
ly like the lush B.C. landscape. Drafts and notes for Dark as the Grave were
730 pages long in 1952 when Lowry stowed them in a safety deposn: box
(Sursum 592); a year and a half later he wrote of 2000 pages reposmg
in a bank vault, over and above the work he’d completed on his major pro-
jects (Sursum 704). Under the Volcano — substantially rewritten numerous
times, rejected by publishers in a variety of forms — found its final shape
while Lowry and his wife Margerie Bonner lived in a squatter’s shack on
the foreshore of Burrard Inlet, across the water from Vancouver.

The longer Lowry lived at Dollarton, the more complex his fictional
ruminations on the landscape became. A great deal of his work is dedi-
cated to rethinking his personal and literary challenges against the backdrop
of the inlet and the larger sweep of coastal history and story it presented.
The landscape was for Lowry, to use the words of American historian
Simon Schama, “a text on which” he wrote his “recurring obsessions” (12).
And this habit, according to W.H. New in his recent study Land Skding,
is part of a tradition as old as European settlement in North America:

Canadians ... have long thought of themselves in connection with the
land. As scores of writings indicate, they are fascinated by distance
and scenery, park and farm, property and region, river system and
mountain range, “cottage country,” religious codes involving nature,
and the staples they can produce from the land and use in trade. (17)

In this paper I will enact an excavation, not only of Lowry’s version of
Dollarton, but an excavation “below our conventional sight-level to re-
cover the veins of myth and memory that lie beneath the surface” of the
place (Schama 14). Just as novels and stories come trailing their phantom
early drafts that are forgotten or abandoned, so the shores of Burrard Inlet
have their hidden early versions, which have been largely written out of
the final narrative of the landscape.

In a 1945 letter Lowry describes his shack and its neighbours along
the Dollarton Flats as “the last example of such pioneer activity on the
Vancouver waterfront” (Selected 50). This sense of Dollarton as a place
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to begin anew in an unspoiled world returns again and again in Lowry’s
fiction. “The Forest Path to the Spring,” a story he worked on until late
in his life, includes a kind of psalm to the unfettered, solitary existence
that could be led at Dollarton. Upon first arriving on the beach, Lowry’s
narrator finds summering city folk baking clams, and the remnants of an
oil slick loosed from a tanker, but the narrator and his wife recognize the
promise of “absolute emptiness and solitude” on this tidal-flat “covered
with huge barnacled rocks ... and exoskeletons of crabs™ (227-28). There
is something primordial and benignly inhuman about the place, with its
stinking tidal wash and ancient stones. For the narrator in “The Forest
Path to the Spring,” Dollarton is at first a people-less landscape. “For the
greater part of the year,” he tells us, calling his home by the mythic name
Lowry gives it in his fiction, “we were often almost alone in Eridanus ...
we were quite alone the whole winter” (216). The narrator imagines that
his beach house and its surroundings exist outside history, or, at least, as
part of a prehistory forgotten by modern men and women. He describes
the wooden piles that support his shack as being

like a strange huge cage where some amphibious animal might have
lived ... when often at low tide, resetting a cross-brace, amidst the
seaweed smells, I felt as if I were down in the first slime ... I delighted
in the simplicity of the stresses of the foundations I was looking at ...
[which] were of course above ground, as in the most primitive of all
houses. (“Forest” 232)

In Under the Volcano this forest life, outside the rush of world history,
appears as a figment of the Consul’s imagination and as an antidote to
personal collapse:

Dollarton Flats
Looking toward
Deep Cove
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I seem to see now, between mescals, this path, and beyond it strange
vistas, like visions of a new life ... I seem to see us living in some
northern country, of mountains and hills and blue water; our house
is built on an inlet and one evening we are standing, happy in one
another ... looking over the water. (36-37)

Myth
When Lowry arrived at Dollarton in 1940 there were two important es-
tablished communities in the area — one of which interested him gready
and entered the version of the landscape he would tell in his fiction; the
other remained more or less out of his view and invisible to his readers.
Lowry came to know and love the little community of deep-sea fishermen
who had built many of the shacks that lined the Dollarton flats. A
number of these men were transplanted Britishers like Lowry, and his
respect for them seems to have been partly founded on a sentimental at-
tachment to his roots and his own seafaring youth. In “The Forest Path
to the Spring” Lowry depicts this fishing community as a “sort of town,
by the sawmill round the northward point,” where “two hamlets” — one
made up of shacks with names and another of houses without names —
could be found. The owners of houses with names like “Hangover” and
“Wywurk” were “town-dwellers earning good salaries” who came to their
beach shacks “for the week end in summer, or for a summer holiday of
aweek or two” (“Forest” 220-21). Lowry viewed such people as interlop-
ers who passed time on the beach until they could afford to buy ritzier
summer cottages.

In the unnamed houses dwelt fishermen who Lowry says were ac-
corded some kind of “foreshore rights” because of their trade. In “The
Forest Path to the Spring” Lowry’s narrator watches their departure in
early summer as if they are journeymen in an unsung Canadian epic:
“these fishermen,” he writes, “went away, sometimes singly, sometimes
in pairs, sometimes three or four boats joined together ... newly painted
fishing boats with their tall gear would be seen going round the point”
(222). Around Labour Day, just as the weekenders went back to the city,
these men would reappear to reconstitute what Lowry describes as a kind
of sacred tribe:

The unmarried fisherman often lent their shacks to their friends in the
summer, but they were sacrosanct when they returned.... The atdtude
of the solitary fisherman toward his shack, and his boat, was not dis-
similar. In effect his love for the one was like his love for the other.
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... their little cabins were shrines of their own integrity and independ-
ence, something that this type of human being, who seems almost to
have disappeared, realizes can only be preserved without the evil of
gossip. And actually each man’s life was in essence a mystery.
(“Forest” 245)

The shacks of these men are like monkish retreats, as integral to their
surroundings as a “Shinto temple is [to] the Japanese landscape” (“For-
est” 232). The fishermen of Dollarton are honourable, in Lowry’s view,
for being removed from all modern coastal developments. It is their out-
sider status that marks them as endangered apostles of a truer existence.
In the story “The Bravest Boat” Lowry describes their shacks as

the only human dwellings visible on this side of the water that had
any air of belonging ... some dark and tumbledown, others freshly
and prettily painted ... all standing, even the most somber, with their
fluted tin chimneys smoking here and there like toy tramp steamers,
as though in defiance of the town, before eternity. (17)

Among the urban vulgarians, the devotees of Mammon, the lives of these
men represent an “indefinable goodness, even a kind of greatness” (“For-
est” 232).

Here Lowry revises his view of the landscape; it is no longer seen to
be an archaic, people-less site, but instead, hallowed ground where monks
perform their honest work and the sunset, cloud, and mountain behind
the cedars take on the silhouette of a “blaze behind the pinnacles of a
Gothic cathedral” (“Forest” 228). In one of the ecstatic and meditative
sections of “The Forest Path to the Spring,” Lowry’s narrator describes
himself “getting water, like some poverty-stricken priest pacing in the
aisles of a great cathedral at dusk ... counting his beads and reciting his
paternoster” (251). In Under the Volcano the characters daydream about
a Canadian coastal idyll where dwellers turn toward the northeast like
devotees in a vast prayer house whose only canopy is the “white white
distant alabaster thunderclouds beyond the mountains, the thunderless
gold lightning in the blue evening, unearthly” (37). In contrast with the
hellish Mexican landscape, the inlets of British Columbia are adorned like
the inner sanctum of some holy of holies, washed in imperial gold and
purple, the sky a vaulted ceiling covered in a fresco of sculpted clouds
worthy of Michelangelo.

The mythic reference points Lowry uses to imbue the Dollarton
landscape with meaning are heterodox and haphazard. Shortly after ex-






