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A feeling persisted that I never should discover what I soughr for
unless I could travel in the wild, unpeopled parts of the world ...
(Vyvyan, Roots and Stars 131)

Women, too, have spirits which crave the adventure of the unknown
and the silence of the northern wilderness. (Hoyle 117)

The adventurer is in flight from women. (Zweig 61)

ideas about travel and travel writing: the traveller seeks to ‘dis-

cover’ something in far-away or foreign places; these destinations
are often scripted as ‘wild,’ ‘unpeopled,’ and ‘unknown’; women as well
as men have the urge for travel and adventure; and, paradoxically, the per-
sona of the traveller or adventurer has historically been masculine. This
last point is the starting place for my reading of C.C. Vyvyan’s Aretic
Adventure (1961), a travel narrative of a journey through whart is now
northern Canada and Alaska from Edmonton to Vancouver by steamer,
canoe, and train taken in 1926 by C.C. Vyvyan, born Clara Coltman
Rogers (1885-1976), and her friend Gwendolyn Dorrien-Smith.! The
‘adventure’ portion of the trip involved the two English women and two
Loucheux (now Gwich’in) guides named Lazarus Sittichinli and Jim Koe
canoeing up the Rat River bridging the Yukon Territory and Alaska, and
then the two women alone canoeing the 115 miles downriver from
LaPierre House to Old Crow. Although Arctic Adventure has received
licdle critical attention,? it is significant for being arguably the first travel
narrative written about the Canadian Arctic by a white professional writer
(MacLaren, “Land” 2); and Vyvyan and Dorrien-Smith are notable for

’ I Y HE EPIGRAPHS that introduce this paper juxtapose a number of
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being among the first recreational arctic travellers, so that Vyvyan’s travel
book marks a transition from centuries of arctic discovery and explora-
tion narratives. Arctic Adventure, however, is also important for the ways
in which Vyvyan manipulates her travelling and writing personae in a
genre that has historically been masculine, and for the ways in which she
both resists and reproduces the imperial baggage that accompanies travel
writing. Vyvyan’s representations of the northern space that she often calls
“unpeopled” or “uncharted” are implicated in these negotiations.

I will therefore look at Arctic Adventure in terms of the intersections
of gender and imperialism.? I will be starting from the premise that, al-
though women have always travelled and often written about their trav-
els, the activity of travelling and the genre of travel literature have histori-
cally been coded as masculine. This has meant that the conventions of
travel writing have supported a reading of the adventurer or traveller as
male. Travel writing has also often been accompanied by imperial inter-
ests. Earlier exploration ventures in what is now the Canadian Arctic were
inspired by mercantile and imperial institutions,* and the interests of these
institutions often inflect the resulting exploration narratives. In the same
way, although Vyvyan travelled independent of any particular institution,
her journey was largely facilitated by the institutions, transportation, and
communications put in place by the gradual settlement and administra-
tion of the Canadian landscape. Her narrative also includes reflections on
the legal and religious administration of the north and relations between
Native, Inuit, and non-Native northerners.

Although Vyvyan has inherited a genre that has historically interpel-
lated the narrator and traveller as male and (to a greater or lesser degree)
imperialist, she appears to be adjusting her personae to both fit and work
against these confines. Vyvyan negotiates her way through the gendering
of the genre of the travel narrative and the activity of going on an adven-
ture.’ She frequently mentions that the two women encountered people
who admired them for being brave and adventurous enough to journey
up the Rat River and make part of the journey alone. But neither woman
wants to be treated differently from men. Because of the gender roles
available to them at the time (although these are always flexible), I will
argue that Vyvyan characterizes herself and Gwen in ways thar at times
appear deliberately masculine, and that are often accompanied by a de-
rision of conventionally ‘feminine’ qualities. However, because of the
frequent mention of the women’s gender, Vyvyan’s strategy can have the
effect of expanding the boundaries of ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity,” and
expanding the possibilities for the persona of the wilderness traveller.
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At the same time, issues of imperialism arise in the text in different
ways, often in conjunction with the gendering of the women’s travel
personae. Vyvyan makes direct statements that suggest both criticism
and support of imperialism in the Canadian north, and the personae she
adopts during her journey often imply gendered positions within im-
perialism. Critics such as Chaudhuri and Strobel, Lawrence, Kréller,
Mills, and Frank have argued that Victorian and early twentieth-century
women travellers occupy complex subject positions in their narratives in
relation to the lands and people they encountered on their travels, dem-
onstrating both complicity with and resistance to colonialism. Arectic
Adventure reveals, at times, this same movement between complicity
and resistance.

For this reason, I will maintain a focus on particular intersections of
gender and imperialism. Some feminist critics concentrate mainly on the
personal freedoms gained by Victorian women travellers, and celebrate
the formation of these women’s unified identities. As Sara Mills notes,
however, studies that only represent women travellers as “individuals
struggling against the social conventions of the Victorian period” elide the
link between these women’s writings and “larger discursive structures,”
including the colonial context of much of their writing (3). Gwyneth
Hoyle, for instance, in an article on early women’s travels in Canada,
constructs an idea of the Canadian North as a “primordial” and “un-
spoiled” “wilderness frontier beyond the limits of civilization” (117), a
characterization that suggests that the North is untouched by human
presence. She appeals to the image of the explorer and suggests that
women travellers also “struggle[d] against the forces of nature to reach
their destinations” (118) and hence discovered “elements of self-testing
and self-discovery” (139).

Without disparaging the clear accomplishments of these women, in
terms of physical and mental endurance as well as a refusal to be deterred
by social conventions, it is important to note that the freedoms achieved
by women such as Vyvyan were supported by certain social privileges. In
many ways, at the same time that the traveller can be curious about and
descriptive of what she sees around her, recreational travel writing is about
self-discovery and the consolidation of an individual subject. Arctic Ad-
venture, then, can be discussed in terms of imperialism in the sense that
Vyvyan’s self-assertion and self-discovery are particularly made possible
by a confrontation or communion with, and inscription of self on, a so-
called ‘empty’ space of wilderness,® and she is able to achieve this freedom
and self-development because her path has been cleared, literally and
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metaphorically, by colonial institutions such as the Hudson’s Bay Com-
pany, by Protestant and Catholic missionaries, by the North-West
Mounted Police, by the railroad and steamers, by non-Native northern
settlement, and by the assistance of Native guides.”

I

Although I want to retain a focus on the particularly arctic nature of
Vyvyan’s travel and her manipulations of the conventions of arctic travel
narratives, I believe that she can also productively be studied in light of
current academic work being done in the field of women’s travel writing
in general. Many critics of travel writing note the gendering of travel and
exploration. Karen Lawrence, in her study of the roles of women in travels
and as travellers, pinpoints the absence of women from the conventional
journey plot. She notes that female figures in adventure tales often sym-
bolize the home and the safe domesticity that the male hero leaves behind;
but women, particularly ‘native’ women, can also represent the foreign
territory to which the adventurer travels. Lawrence argues that a woman
“traditionally provides the point of departure and sometimes the goal for
the male journey” (1). Similarly, Paul Zweig offers three models for a
female presence in adventure tales: “as domestic binder [that is, as the
woman who tries to bind the man to the home], as demonic adversary,
and as shaper of the adventurous character itself” (80). Zweig suggests
that “the adventurer’s essential triumph is masculine. His gift is to bind
the binder, to outwit and defeat the mysterious identities of woman. The
woman he defeats expresses the bewitching domesticity of the house, the
space of the community — which is immobile, predictable, fenced oft”
(69). Yet Zweig also locates a stereotypically feminine presence in the
male adventurer’s passive ability to let the world shape him, and in the
often feminized figure of the hero’s adversary. I should note that these
critics are not suggesting that mobility and passivity are essential quali-
ties of men and women, simply that the literary and social history of travel
and travel writing have scripted masculine and feminine roles.

This gendering of travel takes on further implications when the
travel is a prelude to colonization or settlement. Heather Murray, in an
essay examining the place of wilderness and women in English-Canadian
writing, looks at the “nature/culture dichotomy which casts woman as ei-
ther nature (land) or culture (society) but invariably constitutes her as
other, as a part of either force against which the lone hero must set him-
self” (77). She writes, “the frontier is by definition the place which is far
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enough away to leave women behind” (77). When women travel to the
frontier, it ceases to be a wilderness or frontier. R.G. Moyles and Doug
Owram note this perception in looking at the place of British women in
Victorian emigration to Canada. They examine the contemporary rheto-
ric that suggested British women had an “Imperial mission” to civilize the
wildness of Canada. Moyles and Owram call this the “concept of the Eng-
lishwoman as an invincible global civilizing agent” (193). In a different
geographical context, but with relevance to the Canadian situation,
Dorothy Hammond and Alta Jablow argue that the presence of women
travellers in Africa was a sign that the continent had been civilized — “the
land was considered sufficiently tame for lady tourists” (qtd. in Lawrence
103). Hence there is a double relationship between women and civiliza-
tion in the context of travel: the land and people must be made civilized
to accommodate incoming women, but the women who arrive are seen
to be civilizing forces. This is not meant to imply a slippage between the
roles of women as travellers and settlers in Canada, for C.C. Vyvyan is
clearly a traveller. But it is important to note that in the discourse of
British travel and emigration to Canada, women had the role not of ex-
plorers and adventurers, but of settlers and civilizers.

In the context of arctic travel and exploration literature in particu-
lar, we can identify a gendering of male and female roles in travel. The
‘heroic male adventurer’ seems to be the persona of some early explorers
in the Canadian Arctic. Captain Thomas James, for instance, includes in
his 1633 exploration narrative a poem that gives shape to this persona of
the hero. He romanticizes the deaths of his crewmen:

Their lives they spent, to the last drop of blood,
Seeking Gods glory, and their Countries good,

And as a valiant Souldier rather dyes,

Then yeelds his courage to his Enemies:

And stops their way, with his hew’d flesh, when death
Hath quite depriv’d him of his strength and breath:
So have they spent themselves; and here they lye,

A famous marke of our Discovery. (88)

While this poem has many valances, including an appeal to patriotism,
a sense of religious mission, and a construction of the North as a destruc-
tive enemy, the quotation is also notable for its invocation of the arctic
explorer as male hero. Here, as elsewhere in his narrative, James invokes
the North as a theatre for spiritual and physical testing. Chauncey Loomis
argues that, until the disappearance of the Franklin expedition, the Arc-
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tic “was an environment within which a cosmic romance could be acted
out: man facing the great cold forces of Nature and surviving if not pre-
vailing over them” (110). This conception sets up a paradigm of the arctic
explorer in masculine combat with the North.?

‘Women, on the other hand, have different roles: Native women ap-
pear in exploration narratives as representatives of Native people or, some-
times, as metonymic of the land itself, as in, for example, the Chipewyan
story of the first woman to find copper at Coppermine, a myth that ap-
pears in the exploration narratives of Hearne and Franklin (1819-1822),
and in Don Gutteridge’s Coppermine. The Chipewyan woman in the
story represents the copper that was said to have once been plentiful at
Coppermine; in the myth, the rape of this woman by her own people
stands in for the stripping of copper from the land. The rhetorical use of
a Native female figure to represent the conquered land is common in
exploration narratives, and suggests that the reference to this mythic
woman in Hearne’s and Franklin’s narratives (and in Gurtteridge’s poetic
exploration of an exploration narrative) may also imply Europeans’ pen-
etration of the Arctic.

Conversely, European women are often noticeably absent from the
North. A poem entitled “A Thought of Home” from The North Georgia
Gazette and Winter Chronicle, published on board William Parry’s 1819-
20 expedition, illustrates British women’s role in the male adventure. The
poem invokes a Penelope figure waiting at home for the adventuring
men.? She represents the safety and warmth that the men in the Arctic are
missing: “When sorrows intrude on our peace, / When wrung by anxi-
ety’s wound, / Her endearments procure us release. / How sweet is her
tenderness found!” (Sabine 34). The definition of womanhood also helps
to define the men’s role in the arcric, for “Man is gifted with firmness of
mind, / In dangers and triumpbhs to share, / But each beauty and softness
combined, / Distinguish the lovely and fair” (34). And women are also
associated with the home country itself, as they are “the pride of our Isle”
(34) and walk in “Britain’s fair footsteps” (34). In these narratives, how-

ever, women are not explorers.

II

An analysis of gender roles in adventure and exploration literatures is
relevant for reading Arctic Adventure because Vyvyan sets up a travelling
persona for the two women that often invokes the idea of masculine hero-
ism. Vyvyan also demonstrates an explicit preference for adventure and
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travel as opposed to domesticity, which brings to mind Lawrence’s and
Zweig’'s comments about the adventurer escaping the domestic world of
women. In this formulation, the assumption is that the male adventurer
is escaping the stranglehold of women and domesticity when he travels.
But when a woman travels, perhaps what she is escaping is also the stran-
glehold of domesticity, and the gender expectations that deter women
from becoming adventurers. Travel has historically offered some women
a measure of freedom from gender constraints.'® Stanley, in “Travelers’
tales,” looks at Canadian women’s travel and settlement narratives. She
argues that “for women the physical act of travel often meant a stepping
away from the conventions of female deportment. The unattainable
thing, freedom, became momentarily possible” (60). Similarly, Leo
Hamalian, in a study of women travellers in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, argues that “travel promised a segment of life, a span of
time, over which a woman had maximum control” (xi).

These ideas have particular relevance when read in the context of
Vyvyan’s autobiography, Roots and Stars:Reflections on the Past, written in
1962 when Vyvyan was seventy-seven years old. She organizes the auto-
biography around the development of her travelling and writing identi-
ties, and in many ways the book seems to be Vyvyan’s construction of
herself as a born traveller from an early age.”" In the first chapter she writes
that as a child she loved taking walks in “wild place[s] where anything
might happen” (9). She contrasts herself with her sister, who “will always
accept what each day and hour may bring”; but Vyvyan as a child “is
given to moods of brooding and to hiding her secret thoughts and
imaginings” (9). She writes,

Such longings for escape, such impulses to lead a life that would be
new and wild and strange, were only the gropings of a childish mind
towards freedom. I had no idea as yet of what I was looking for, only
a dim notion that certain things, such as the solitude of that deserted
minng country, ... the darkness of those untrodden fir woods were all
connected with this search for something precious that was far away
outside my life of routine. I had as yet no inkling nor foreboding that
all through life I would be searching for physical and spiritual free-
dom and that already my intimacy with certain wild forms and places
was quietly linking itself with the search. (11)

Vyvyan lives vicariously through the male-authored travel and adventure
books she reads, including Robert Louis Stevenson’s Travels With a Don-
key and An Inland Voyage, as well as books like Thoreau’s Walden which
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celebrate the power of wilderness. These books instill in Vyvyan a love of
adventure, isolated places, and nature.

In her autobiography Vyvyan makes a few references to the effects
of her gender on her ambitions to travel, although she explicitly states that
she is not a Suffragette (98). She describes how, upon her sister’s marriage,
she was forced by her parents to return home to take her sister’s place; this
happened while Vyvyan was in England working for the Charity Organi-
zation Society and studying social work. Vyvyan writes, “I was only one
of many thousand victims in our day when it was considered almost
criminal for a girl to follow any career except marriage” (109). She tells
of how she read travel books and “dreamed of visiting the wild places of
the earth,” but was hampered by her meagre allowance and the fact that
her family would never permit her to travel as a woman alone (124). But
Vyvyan does go on to travel and to write books about her journeys. It is
ironic that at the end of the first volume of her autobiography, when she
marries Sir Courtenay Vyvyan, an older man, she settles down and stops
travelling because it is her husband who is sedentary and bound to their
house (176-77).

This contrast between domesticity and adventure is one of the ways
in which Vyvyan constructs travellers’ personae for herself and Gwen.
Vyvyan recounts that at Fort Smith she and Gwen disliked talking to the
women: “After being artificially animated for five minutes on the subjects
of babies and cooking, Gwen and I would nearly expire. There would be
a heavy silence while we watched the door and longed for the appearance
of the men who would enliven us with tales of action and information on
natural history” (Arctic 36). This comment suggests that the two women
travellers have more in common with northern men than women, for they
share ‘masculine’ rather than ‘feminine’ interests.'? While they are driv-
ing around Edmonton, Vyvyan looks at the small, comfortable-looking
houses and thinks, “how much energy had been expended on cleanliness
and comfort? All the energy they had? Was there any left for spiritual
adventures?” (24). Vyvyan would prefer to give up the comforts of domes-
ticity in exchange for the freedom and expansion of adventure. Vyvyan
and Gwen also seem to delight in the freedom they have from social con-
ventions about personal appearance and grooming. During the portion
of the canoe trip with Lazarus and Jim, the women did not bathe, and
Vyvyan describes herself and Gwen in this way: “We were a muddy,
unwashed, unbrushed beveiled couple, wet to the knees from contact with
dripping undergrowth, and we laughed at each others” appearance” (94).

Their eventual symbolic return to civilization and the domesticity repre-
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sented by Mrs. Burke’s house in Fort Yukon continues to be phrased in
brash terms, for Vyvyan writes, “We shuffled out of our breeches and into
our skirts” (151).

The most startling case of Vyvyan dissociating the two women from
domesticity occurs in her description of Gwen baking the Puftaloonas.
Vyvyan renders Gwen as if she were a blacksmith rather than a cook:

Her method was simple and forceful. She would take the ingredients
in the palm of a very horny hand that had been hardened by rowing
sea-boats since infancy, she would then weld them as if they were
pieces of metal and she herself a blacksmith. Sooner or later, by hard
pommelling the mixture became homogeneous, and when satisfied
that it was solid as a cricket ball, she would cast it into the frying pan

with a determined gesture. (121)

Vyvyan seems at times to be using a strategy of displacement to transfer
onto Gwen most of the markers of masculinity in the text: while she
makes what seem deliberate gestures to construct the two women as trav-
ellers in the masculine tradition of wilderness travel, she makes the char-
acter of Gwen bear more of the responsibility for representing the gruff
male heroic traveller. Gwen is “lion-hearted” (102) and “an old sea-dog”
(107). Her fists are “strong enough to open any port-hole which was
screwed down” (18-19) and “she learned to row a boat before she learned
to walk” (69). Gwen “could always enjoy and hold her liquor” (116), and
she sometimes communicates by grunting (52). The characterization of
Gwen as an “old sea-dog” especially aligns her with the ‘old-timers’ and
the men of the north.

Vyvyan also accentuates the individualism and heroism of the trav-
eller figure by contrasting it with the image of the tourist. She sets up a
dichotomy between rea! travellers like herself and Gwen, and tourists or
city-types who just view the north from the safety of a steamer or train
window. Although her portraits are usually not explicitly gendered, they
empbhasize a distinction between what might be called ‘masculine’ and
‘feminine’ qualities (or, additionally, rural and urban stereotypes). For
instance, when Vyvyan talks to Captain Cameron in Aklavik, he says,
““The North country is tough and cruel, you can’t deny it. “Tis no bed-
o-roses, balmy, cradle life up here ... The Rat river ain’t no asphalt pave-
ment laid for patent leathers but there it is, ‘tis a trail same as any other
and you’ll get over all right’” (77). The reference to “patent leathers” and
asphalt suggests that city people are soft and not tough enough to han-
dle arctic travel. Vyvyan also later talks of tourists who view the north
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from a comfortable seat on the deck of the steamer (138), and comments,
when she and Gwen are on the steamer, that “an onlooker’s life is no life
at all” (161). Although the descriptions of tourists are not explicitly
feminized, they are certainly contrasted with the toughness and aggres-
siveness of adventurers. For instance, at the beginning of the trip Vyvyan
envisions the journey as a heroic battle with nature: “we realised, for the
first time, the difficulty of our undertaking and the forces of nature that
would be arrayed against us. We wondered if we should have strength to
overcome those forces and fulfil the expectations of our new friends” (21).
And when the two women are in Edmonton organizing their trip, Vyvyan
notes that “now we began to feel like pioneers about to set foot on an
unknown road ... we had come to an end of spoon-fed travel and had to
begin making our own decisions” (23).

The reference to a pioneering spirit invokes a hierarchy of travel that
assumes the superiority of unprecedented, individualized, and challeng-
ing travel experiences. Paul Fussell, in a study of British travel in the in-
terwar years, makes a distinction between exploration, travel, and tour-
ism according to the originality of the journey: “All three make journeys,
but the explorer seeks the undiscovered, the traveller that which has been
discovered by the mind working in history, the tourist that which has
been discovered by entrepreneurship and prepared for him by the arts of
mass publicity ... If the explorer moves toward the risks of the formless
and the unknown, the tourist moves toward the security of pure cliché”
(39). Vyvyan appeals to the ideas of both the precedent-setting nature of
her venture and the untouched quality of the land she travels through. She
half-seriously voices the wilderness traveller’s desire to be the “first’:
“Throughout that twenty-five miles we felt like the Ancient Mariner;
surely ‘we were the first that ever burst’ into that silent water. Surely our
puffing engine was the first mechanical sound that had ever broken the
age-long silence of the river” (92). Vyvyan’s comment that “our map of
the Rat river seemed rather blank” further suggests that the women are
charting the river. But Vyvyan also emphasizes that the trip is unique
because of her gender. She notes that only one white woman had previ-
ously made the journey up the Rat River, Professor Laura Frazeur of
Chicago (13). Although Vyvyan claims that both she and Gwen are em-
barrassed by the public attention drawn by their endeavour, the narrative
emphasizes such moments as the phone call from a curious reporter be-
fore the women leave Edmonton (23), the remarks from the inhabitants
of Old Crow that ““those two women they came down the river paddling
their canoe like a couple of squaws™ (142), and the curious stares of the



