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Preface

 


The thought came to me that I would travel
across British Columbia staying at retreat centers. It was a
ridiculous idea—an absurd mix of consumerism and spirituality. St.
Benedict used the word “vagabond” for those who “spend all their
lives wandering about through different provinces, dwelling three
or four days now in one monastery, then in another.” What finally
persuaded me to go was reading Samuel Johnson’s Journey to the
Western Islands of Scotland. He went simply because it was
something he wanted to do.

As a Scot, I wanted to discover along the way
the Britishness of British Columbia, a Britishness that suddenly
appears out of nowhere in the nineteenth century. Who were these
early explorers, traders, and colonists who came to this distant
land? And what about the missionaries, many of them
French-Canadian, who established the Church here?

Almost all the retreat centers on my route
were Catholic: Queenswood in Victoria; Bethlehem in Nanaimo;
Westminster Abbey in Mission; Immaculate Heart of Mary in Cache
Creek; and Marywood in Cranbrook. Emmanuella House of Prayer in
Kelowna is Episcopalian, and Johnson’s Landing Retreat Center,
where I took a workshop with Dorothy Maclean, is not identified
with any tradition. Like most things in British Columbia, all these
retreat centers are modern. The oldest is Westminster Abbey, which
dates only from the 1950s.

My journey was not really a pilgrimage, but
like The Canterbury Tales, the present volume contains an element
of fiction. The journey described here as a continuous narrative is
a composite of several, shorter trips.

Eileen Stephens and Gerald Formosa provided
suggestions at an early stage of the project. I am also indebted to
the many local history authors whose books provided background
information.

The journey began in Victoria.

 


*****

 


Queenswood

 


Rackloads of brochures on the ferry alerted
the visitor to the many attractions on offer in Victoria. Absent
from them was any mention of afternoon tea at the Empress Hotel.
This was a ritual too well-known to need any advertising. Indeed, a
glance at the brochures, with their Royal London this and Ye Olde
English that, gave the impression that Victoria had forever been a
city of tea-drinkers from the motherland. In fact, in its early
history, the city was a whole lot rougher than its genteel image
suggests.

Victoria’s reason for being was an influx of
Americans several hundred miles to the south. After the Treaty of
1818, the region the British called the Columbia Department and the
Americans called the Oregon Country was jointly administered by
both the British and the Americans. The chief British presence was
the Hudson’s Bay Company trading post at Fort Vancouver on the
mouth of the Columbia River.

Sir George Simpson, regional governor of the
Hudson’s Bay Company, predicted that this odd arrangement could not
possibly last. He identified three problems. First, the Columbia
River was not the best place for a port, since ocean-going vessels
would flounder in its shallow waters. Second, he doubted that
London would be willing to defend its claims in this remote region.
And third, Americans were now pouring into the Oregon Territory by
the wagon load, tempted by cheap land grants from their federal
government.

On one of his supervisory voyages up the
Pacific coast on the Beaver, Governor Simpson noticed the southern
tip of Vancouver Island. He thought this unexplored place
attractive and referred to it as an “Elysium.” Given that he wanted
to establish a position north of Fort Vancouver, he sent his Chief
Factor, James Douglas, to build a new fort. In spring 1843, Douglas
arrived to construct the fort on Vancouver Island, securely inside
wholly British territory. James Douglas, too, liked the look of the
place, and he wrote that it was a “perfect Eden.”

The summer of 1843 was a good one. Though
Douglas’s work party was poorly equipped, construction went well.
By the end of the year the new fort was complete. It was named
after the young Queen Victoria.

Sir George Simpson’s prediction proved
prescient. Three years later, in the Oregon Treaty of 1846, the
British surrendered the territory south of the 49th parallel to
exclusive American control.

Fort Victoria rapidly became a center for
trade. At first, the principal merchandise was fur. But beaver hats
were going out of fashion in England. Salmon, potatoes,
cranberries, and timber became the goods traded. Visiting Royal
Navy ships needed supplies, and enterprising traders began to fish
and farm to provision them. A sawmill exported finished lumber to
San Francisco as early as 1849.

The British settlement of Fort Victoria
developed into a self-conscious effort to form a colony. Farm land
was sold for a pound an acre. For every hundred acres, the
purchaser was required to bring with him five men, or three married
couples, to work the land. Small and affordable city lots were laid
out for laborers, with larger and pricier suburban lots for the
middle classes.

To be a colonist at that time required a
serious commitment. With no Panama Canal, and no overland route
across the continent, it took six months to get to Victoria from
England on a Hudson’s Bay Company ship.

By 1858, Victoria had become a village of
some 300 people. Its industries included not only fishing, farming,
and lumber production, but also mining.

What changed this picture were the rumors
reaching California that gold had been found in the British
territories north of the 49th parallel. One Sunday morning,
unsuspecting villagers saw the Commodore pull into the harbor
carrying 450 men armed with spades and washpans—the same tools as
had been used in the California gold rush nine years earlier. But
this was only the beginning. Following the Commodore, some 25,000
prospectors passed through Victoria harbor.

This horde of humanity overwhelmed the
village. Bakers ran out bread. With no accommodation for such large
numbers, tent cities sprang up. Demand for building lots was so
great that people wanted to buy them faster than surveyors could
lay them out. When lots did become available, purchasers began
lining up outside the land office at 4 a.m. A ship’s carpenter, who
a few years earlier had bought a property for forty pounds, was
able to lease it out for four thousand pounds a year.

Most of the 25,000 moved on to the gold
fields, but many returned to Victoria for the winter, and over a
thousand settled permanently to start businesses. The little
village suddenly sported two hundred brand new stores. Victoria had
become a city.

And gold there certainly was. In the summer
of 1858, half a million dollars’ worth was shipped from Victoria.
That was double the quantity produced in a similar period in
California in 1849. News of the early finds prompted even more
fortune-seekers to arrive. The steamship company tripled the
maximum passenger load on its vessels. Wells Fargo opened a
financial office. Two newspapers were established—The Victoria
Gazette and The British Colonist.

In 1862, the former village officially
incorporated as the City of Victoria. Along with government
buildings and stores, it now had its own theatre, four newspapers,
and an enormous number of drinking establishments.

The gold rush and its attendant prosperity
did not last. Government income from land sales dried up. The
administrations of both Vancouver Island and the mainland colony of
British Columbia became indebted. In 1866, the two colonies merged
to reduce their expenses. Though the capital of the combined colony
was briefly at New Westminster on the mainland, in 1868
Victoria—which in any case was the center of commerce—was
designated the official capital of the combined colonies.

Secondary industries began to develop,
including iron works and even shipbuilding. In this working city,
where men vastly outnumbered women, brewing and prostitution were
profitable activities. The major crime was public drunkenness, and
the chief cause of admission to the local hospital was venereal
disease.

Victoria remained British Columbia’s largest
city until it was overtaken by the upstart Vancouver in 1901. The
relocation of trade to the mainland left Victoria wondering what to
do with itself. It decided, amongst other things, to reinvent
itself as a tourist destination. To this end, the Empress Hotel
opened its doors in 1908. At the same time, well-to-do retirees
began to move here from chillier parts of Canada.

At last, Victoria could boast a class of
leisured gentlefolk who took their afternoon tea at the Empress
Hotel.

 


In the ferry’s forward lounge hung a portrait
of Her Majesty. When I went up on deck, I half expected to see the
Red Ensign. In fact, the ship flew the flag of British Columbia.
Introduced in 1960, it features the Union Flag over a Pacific
sunset. Some early prototypes had these elements reversed, but this
idea had to be discarded, since it implied the sun might one day
set on the British Empire.

After disembarking the ferry, I drove to
Victoria and then out along McKenzie Avenue. The buildings of
Queenswood, like those of the nearby university, date from the
1960s. But Queenswood’s roots go much, much further back into the
early days of Fort Victoria.

The officers of the Hudson’s Bay Company were
largely Scots, but its employees were French-Canadian and therefore
Catholic. In 1847, four years after the establishment of Fort
Victoria, a new diocese was carved out from the Oregon Territory.
Its first bishop was a Father from Quebec named Modeste Demers.

With no priests, nor any other help, Bishop
Demers looked to Quebec for assistance. To accomplish this end, he
left on a trip to his homeland in 1857. His requests were turned
down by many, but he finally found willing volunteers among a
recently formed teaching order, the Sisters of Saint Ann. From
among them he recruited four French-speaking Sisters. The overland
route not being “suitable for ladies,” they had to travel to
Victoria by sailing all the way down the Atlantic coast to Panama,
then across the isthmus by land, and then all the way north along
the Pacific coast to Vancouver Island. By the time they reached
Victoria in June 1858, the small village Bishop Demers left had
become the chaotic city of the gold rush.

The Sisters arrived for dinner on a Saturday
and were then taken to a disused log cabin that would serve as both
convent and schoolhouse. It had neither locks in its doors nor
glass in its windows. But the Sisters were undeterred by this lack
of creature comforts. On Monday morning, they pushed back their
bedding, laid planks on top of boxes to form desks, and opened
their school. Twelve girls attended. In November the Sisters
enlarged the cabin, cutting down nearby trees and sawing wood for
the construction of the extension. By the end of the first year,
they had 56 students.

To meet the needs of English-speakers, Mother
Mary Providence joined them from Quebec in 1859. In that same year,
Bishop Demers invited the Oblates of Mary Immaculate to come to the
still-new diocese to evangelize the native population. The Oblates
would, as the years progressed, establish many missions in the
interior of British Columbia.

The log cabin now being ridiculously cramped,
Mother Mary Providence acquired larger premises on Broad Street to
form a second school, and then added a third on View Street. In
1863, eight more nuns came from Quebec, and the original log cabin
became a school for young boys. Yet another new school was
established on Humboldt Street in 1871, and this brick building
eventually became St. Ann’s Academy. In 1875, the Sisters of St.
Ann opened Saint Joseph’s hospital, to which the first patient is
said to have been admitted during the opening ceremonies.

It is to these energetic Sisters of St. Ann
that we owe the Queenswood Center. As I entered the driveway, I
kept a lookout for the deer promised in Queenswood’s literature. I
saw none. On the left side of the wooded property was the residence
for the nuns, and on the right what used to be a residence for
postulants attending the University of Victoria and what is now the
retreat center. All the two-story buildings were modern, but
pleasantly modern. The retreat center building itself dates from
1967.

Since it was midweek, there were no group
retreats, and there was an ample choice of parking spots. As I left
the car, I noticed that, while a university has a softer atmosphere
than a commercial or industrial area, Queenswood’s atmosphere was
even warmer and gentler still.

I followed the signs to the office and was
reassured to discover my name on the list of expected arrivals. The
room allocated to me was on the ground floor of one of the bedroom
wings. As we entered the wing, I saw a sign on the hallway door
that said that silence should be maintained in the bedroom area at
all times.

Saint Benedict’s Rule advocates as little
talking as possible, but he wrote this with Proverbs 10:19 in mind:
“Where words are many, sin is not wanting.” It is the job of
teachers, said St. Benedict, to speak, and of disciples to listen.
Even questions should be expressed as succinctly as possible.
“Buffoonery, however, or idle words, or such as move to laughter,
we utterly condemn.”

Later, St. Benedict went further still and
urged the monks to cultivate a positive zeal for silence. In
particular, there should be absolute silence after Compline. (The
idea that the Cistercians take an actual Vow of Silence is, of
course, a medieval urban legend.)

The constant noise in our cities is a concern
to only a few of us. Once, I visited the ruins of Glastonbury
Abbey. It was early in the morning, and there happened to be a lull
in the passing traffic. For a minute or so, all I heard were
songbirds and geese. I realized then that constant machine-made
noise is something we have experienced only for the last two
hundred years. Before that, all sounds were natural sounds, and
they were punctuated by long periods of silence.

Bede Griffiths, writing in The Golden String
about his ideas in the 1930s, goes so far as to say that the
industrial revolution is the source of all our problems. Yet even
the Desert Fathers felt the need to leave Alexandria and go out
into the wilderness. And Jesus would go up a mountain, or out into
the desert, when he wanted to pray.

At the end of the corridor in the Queenswood
bedroom wing were two shared bathrooms. Since there were few
guests, and the majority of them female, I had the men’s bathroom
to myself.

After settling in, I made my way to the
dining room. I discovered a smaller dining room off to one side for
those who preferred to eat in silence. After dinner I explored the
retreat center.

Queenswood was constructed to follow the lay
of the land, and the area behind the offices and dining room
happens to lie on lower ground. An enclosed walkway leads down to
the double doors of the chapel—a retreat center within the retreat
center.

The chapel was a womb-like space. In its main
body, or what would be called the nave in a more traditional
church, rows of maroon chairs stood on a hardwood floor. Looking at
the size of this space, I wondered if it was ever completely full.
On the left was a smaller chapel for prayer, and on the right a
meditation area with a circle of chairs covered in the same maroon
fabric. Though the chapel was large, it was perfect for meditation.
With silent outer surroundings, and with enough time, I came to a
place of inner silence.

The next morning, I explored further and
discovered the library. The Sisters of St. Ann started this library
forty years ago. In its early days, it was a standard theological
library, but year after year they added to their collection and
broadened the range of its subject matter.

In the library, I met a Sister from Ireland.
She was making a sabbatical at Queenswood, though she manages a
retreat center in Ireland. Once, she went to a conference of all
the retreat center leaders in Ireland. On comparing notes, they
discovered that none of their institutions was economically viable.
All had to be subsidized by income from elsewhere. I wondered what
it meant that these retreat centers were not fully used, even with
their modest pricing.

Just before lunch, some Victorians—meaning
people from the city, not the period—arrived for the weekly
Christian Meditation group. Though I had not met any of them, I was
happy to join these kindred spirits.

In the afternoon, I took a stroll around the
grounds. Two strolls, in fact. I was still looking for the deer. On
the first walk I was unsuccessful, but then, toward the end of the
afternoon, I suddenly saw them. They noticed me, too. The deer kept
an eye on me but continued with their munching. Deer may be a rare
sight for me, but for them, the sight of a retreatant is an
everyday occurrence.

That evening, in my room, I imagined I could
hear a television. I pushed the idea aside so that the sound would
disappear. But it persisted. When I went up to the second floor, I
discovered there was indeed a television lounge. Even in a retreat
center, there is a demand for entertainment.
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Bethlehem

 


Bethlehem was only seventy miles north of
Queenswood. This made for a leisurely day with plenty of time to
explore.

I drove back along McKenzie Avenue, then
headed north on the Island Highway. It was surprising how quickly
Victoria gave way to wilderness. The terrain along the route was
too steep for either urbanization or agriculture. Goldstream
Provincial Park, with its stream flowing through a forested glen,
could easily have been somewhere in Perthshire.

The Malahat Drive section of the Island
Highway climbed to 1,000 feet, giving fine views over the coast and
islands. I decided to take a detour along the older road that
follows the shore of Shawnigan Lake. The land there was flat enough
for farming. Horse-drawn wagons once plied this trail with produce
bound for Victoria, but the road twists and turns. Both man and
beast must have been pleased to see the arrival of the Esquimalt
& Nanaimo Railway in 1886. The railway not only supplemented
the wagon trail, but also replaced a steamer service from Victoria
to Nanaimo.

When first conceived, the Esquimalt &
Nanaimo Railway was not going to stop at William Duncan’s farm. But
enthusiastic settlers built a celebratory arch and crowded on to
the tracks for the train’s inaugural run. The train came to a halt.
This established a precedent. There would be a railway stop at
Duncan after all. The Sisters of St. Ann came to Duncan, too, and
opened a school for girls.

Duncan has expanded around the Victorian
railway stop by a proliferation of strip malls. Still, the original
downtown is pleasant enough. The market square has been revitalized
and features art, gifts, and handmade soap stores. Off the square
runs the improbably named Lois Lane. The former railway station has
become a museum depicting everyday life a century ago.

Just north of Duncan is a community of Poor
Clares. They came to Victoria from New Orleans in 1912. In Victoria
they planted an orchard, kept chickens, and operated a printing
plant. Being enclosed, they lived behind a nine-foot concrete wall.
But by 1973, their premises in Victoria had become too large and
expensive to maintain, and they moved to Duncan. The new monastery
was originally a private home. It includes a self-contained
hermitage for personal retreatants. Although their way of life has
been modernized—I do not supposed they still address visitors from
behind a grille—they remain an enclosed community, and so I did not
visit. It is always encouraging to find there are still
contemplatives in the world.

Next came the small town of Ladysmith, whose
First Avenue is a much better-preserved example of old-time British
Columbia. By the time I reached Ladysmith, I was getting hungry and
searched for something to eat. Downtown appeared almost deserted,
so I headed back to the highway. There I found only fast-food
franchises. In contrast to the empty downtown, these were a
seething mass of hungry Ladysmithers. After lunch in this hectic
environment, I continued north to Nanaimo.

It is astonishing how rapidly the colonists
expanded from their base at Fort Victoria. As early as 1852, the
Hudson’s Bay Company bought 6,200 acres at Nanaimo to establish a
coal mine. To work the mine, they brought in miners from
Staffordshire. Much of the coal was exported to meet the growing
needs of San Francisco. Other settlers harvested timber and farmed,
notably growing cranberries. The ubiquitous Sisters of St. Ann
came, too, and established a girls’ boarding school.

From downtown Nanaimo, I headed inland along
Jingle Pot Road. After crossing the Nanaimo Parkway, the area
became a mix of suburban and rural lots. Once I reached Arbot Road,
I saw the House of Bread Monastery. The Benedictine Sisters who
live in the monastery arrived in 1972 from Queen of Angels in
Oregon. Arousing the curiosity of occasional passers-by, the
Sisters keep llamas on their property.

I arrived at the Bethlehem Retreat Center.
After the frenzy of the fast-food restaurant at lunchtime, it was a
welcome relief to enter the peace and warmth of Bethlehem. The main
building was a private home until the diocese acquired this
seven-acre property in 1987. The Sisters added more green buildings
in a similar style along with an octagonal chapel. At the rear, the
retreat center overlooks Westwood Lake.

After settling into my room, I called Eileen.
She disapproved of my reading books on retreat and told me that
avoiding reading matter would deepen the retreat experience. But I
could not imagine a retreat without books. I took out The Good
Heart, a record of talks the Dalai Lama gave to the World Community
for Christian Meditation in 1994. They form a commentary on certain
passages in the Gospels. In passing, the Dalai Lama remarks on
peripheral matters. Just as I was struck by the frenetic activity
in the fast-food restaurant, so too the Dalai Lama has noticed that
life outside of the monasteries is one continual rush of scheduled
tasks.

There were only two of us in the retreat
center when I arrived—myself and Patricia, who was from Penicuik.
After dinner, I went down to the chapel—not the large, octagonal
chapel, but the smaller chapel in the basement of the main
building. Here was everything the meditator could possibly need. A
small prie-dieu faced the Blessed Sacrament; benches with
comfortable padding lined the walls; and at the back was a reading
lamp and a chair with armrests.

When I closed my eyes, I felt as if I were in
a cave. It was, though, a carpeted, air-conditioned cave. And right
there was the explanation for the ceaseless activity of our
high-tech society: we want to turn an ordinary cave into a
comfortable cave.

It occurred to me that the silence, solitude,
prayer, and meditation of this tiny chapel were the cure for all
the ills of society. Nothing needed to be added. Yet this retreat
center, a haven of sanity, was an artificial island. Someone else
had planned the menu I ate at dinner, shopped for ingredients,
prepared the meal, and washed up. I, in return, would make a
donation to the retreat center, paid for with money earned in the
oil and forestry industries. These industries, in turn, earned
their income meeting the demands of the population at large. It
takes an entire industrial economy to support a retreat center.

While there have been monasteries since
ancient times, the retreat center is a modern invention and one for
which we are indebted to the French. On May 20, 1521, a French
cannon ball shattered the thigh of Íñigo Oñaz López de Loyola,
better known as St. Ignatius of Loyola. During a long
convalescence, Loyola had time to contemplate his future. To assist
his discernment, he designed a sequence of spiritual exercises.
Later, he would teach a structured, 30-day version of the
exercises. The spiritual exercises became extremely popular. You
could do them anywhere convenient—a college, a seminary, a
monastery—but in the seventeenth century, the French began to
construct purpose-built retreat houses. Laymen and laywomen, as
well as priests, came to do the spiritual exercises. The Jesuits
built a whole network of them across northern France. These
seventeenth century French retreat houses provided the model for
all modern retreat centers.

The next morning, after breakfast, I followed
the footpath down to the main chapel. Once inside, I sat down and
set the meditation timer. The meditation was so much easier here
than in my urban apartment. Afterward, I felt refreshed.

When I left the chapel, I saw it was the
beginning of a glorious day. Westwood Lake was calm, and even the
tree tops were still. Occasionally, a walker or jogger passed by on
the trail that circles the lake. A couple of canoeists floated by.
Gazing out at the stillness of the lake, I too became still.

The pleasure of being on retreat made me
wonder whether a retreat is not the spiritual endeavor it purports
to be, but simply an exercise in pleasure. But perhaps the two are
the same thing, in that we are designed to seek out the
highest-quality sense of well-being. As I entered the main
building, I saw in the lobby a door marked Bethlehem Counseling
Center. This amused me, as I reckoned that anyone who spent a few
days in this retreat center would find all their problems
disappeared anyway.

I took up The Good Heart again. The Dalai
Lama uses the material of the Gospels as a launching point to
introduce Buddhist doctrines. But the discovery of a shared,
cross-cultural morality is not the most interesting aspect of his
talks. It is his side-observations that provide the most food for
thought. For example, he remarks that when he visited Lourdes, he
could feel a tangible sense of the sacred. Holy places become
“charged,” he says. Then again, he remarks that the way Jesus would
sit down with his disciples around him is precisely the way a
traditional Indian teacher would teach. Still, the Dalai Lama does
not want to force similarities. He remarks that doing so leads to
vague generalities about everything that say nothing about anything
in particular.

The audience discussions in The Good Heart
raise the issue of our now being aware of multiple, competing
claims to describe absolute reality. Sometimes Christianity is seen
as a universal religion. But at other times, Jesus defined his
mission in more limited terms. For example, in Matthew 15:24 he
says to a Canaanite woman: “I was sent only to the lost sheep of
the house of Israel.”

When religions meet, two possible outcomes
are syncretism and relativism. The Dalai Lama rebuts the first
possibility with the colorful remark: “You cannot put a yak’s head
on a sheep’s body.” The second possibility is more slippery.
Doctrines protect and sustain spiritual communities. Without them,
things fall apart. The rationalist and the mystic are mutually
interdependent.

Just before lunch, I returned to the chapel
for a second meditation session. With all these issues to think
about, my mind had become busy. John Main was fond of quoting
Cassian’s teaching that in our meditation, we should “restrict
ourselves to the poverty of a single verse.” That expression, the
“poverty of a single verse,” and its opposite, “the abundant riches
of thought,” hit the nail on the head. In meditation, every
possible thought suddenly seems so much more attractive than the
mantra.

After twenty minutes of patient sitting, I
became still. The stillness was a kind of prayer, and in it all my
questions disappeared.

Our modern meditation periods are relatively
short. The hesychasts would repeat their mantra all day, every day,
while we Westerners make do with twenty or thirty minutes twice a
day. Our culture of activity precludes making more time for
stillness, except when on a retreat such as this.

John Main often referred to silence as a
coming back to oneself. In the absence of doing, one discovers
being. There is spiritual power here. After Jesus had spent forty
days alone in the desert, he returned “in the power of the Spirit”
(Luke 4:14). And that power is still available to us today. Yet
despite the long tradition of stillness in Christianity—all the way
from the Desert Fathers through John Cassian, who brought the
desert monks to the attention of the Latin-speaking West, and then
a millennium and a half of the Eastern hesychasts—some remain
suspicious of meditation. Not being familiar with its history, they
regard it as something new and foreign.

Later in the day, I strolled along the
footpath round Westwood Lake as far as the public park. As I
walked, I wondered what the first white people ever to see this
lake thought of the landscape. An information board disillusioned
me. There was no such encounter. Westwood Lake is an artificial
creation resulting from damming for hydroelectric power generation.
Good things can come from technology after all.
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Westminster Abbey

 


Settling into Bethlehem had been easy, but
returning to the outside world was a positive shock to the system.
At Nanaimo’s Departure Bay harbor, I had a two-hour wait for the
next ferry. I was astonished to see so many people. We were all “in
the same boat,” as it were.

Everything at the ferry terminal was straight
lines and functionality. Concrete boarding ramps rose from the
parking lot’s numbered lanes. In the Q Market, everything was for
sale—T-shirts, sunglasses, ornamental gifts, books, magazines, ice
creams, snacks, and coffee. All were offered from booths branded
with graphic-designer signage. The only artifact I saw that spoke
of the human experience was a totem pole carved by natives of Alert
Bay. It depicted a salmon, a bear, and an eagle. From it emanated
impressions of British Columbia itself—the forests, the mountains,
the rivers, the wild ocean, and the dark gray clouds that so often
threaten rain.

With an hour left to wait, I succumbed to the
commercial pressures and descended from observer to
participant-observer. I purchased a Grande Mocha. Just as I
finished the coffee, the welcome sight of the huge Coastal
Renaissance appeared in Departure Bay. We boarded and departed.

Captain George Vancouver of the Royal Navy
surveyed these waters in 1792. It was Vancouver who named many of
the landmarks. The seaway between Vancouver Island and the mainland
he called the Gulf of Georgia. At that time, he did not know you
could sail north back to the open ocean.

Looking at it from the water, I could see his
point of view. The “gulf” had to be renamed the “strait” when
Captain Vancouver discovered the insularity of the island. He named
the body of water after the reigning monarch, King George III—the
George known as “mad” King George. Since it was the King’s
birthday, Vancouver allowed his men double their usual ration of
grog, had them fire off a royal salute, then went ashore to claim
the land for His Majesty. He named the region as a whole “New
Georgia,” though history would over-rule him on this choice.

As it neared the mainland, the ferry passed
Point Atkinson, named after a Mr. Atkinson, and entered Howe Sound,
which Vancouver named for Admiral Howe. At the time of Vancouver’s
visit, heavy clouds hung over the landscape and a gale blew up,
causing him to view what is now West Vancouver as a “dreary
prospect.” In this gloomy scene, there was not even a bird in the
sky.

On the final approach into Horseshoe Bay we
saw Anvil Island, which Captain Vancouver named not for a Mr.
Anvil, but for its shape. In these waters, Vancouver met some
natives who were eager to trade with him, with each other, then
back with Vancouver’s party. Despite the complexity of this series
of transactions, the natives managed to turn a profit at every
round. So eager were they to conduct business that they even
included their own clothing among the tradable items. In exchange,
the natives were particularly keen to obtain objects made of
iron.

We pulled into the ferry terminal. From
there, I took Highway 1, which climbed along the mountain side on
the north shore of Burrard Inlet. Captain Vancouver named the inlet
Burrard’s Channel, probably after one Sir Harry Burrard. Until
1938, when the Lion’s Gate Bridge was built, relatively few people
lived on the north shore. If you wanted to go to Vancouver, you had
to wait for a ferry.

I continued on past the Lion’s Gate Bridge.
From high on the mountains of North Vancouver, the freeway suddenly
swooped down to sea level like a hungry gull. It crossed Burrard
Inlet at the Second Narrows Bridge, also named the Ironworkers’
Memorial Bridge after the dozens who died constructing it.

Highway 1 briefly sliced through Vancouver.
There was very little to Vancouver until the coming of the railway
in 1885. The land had been denuded of trees, and a few sawmills
turned out finished lumber, but the only commercial establishment
was a tavern belong to one John Deighton. As every tourist is
informed, Deighton was nicknamed “Gassy Jack,” not for his beer,
but for his loquaciousness. He catered to the thirsty mill workers
in “Gastown.” A year after the construction of the railway, the
city of Vancouver incorporated, and the next year the first train
arrived from Montreal. By the time of the 1891 census, Vancouver
was suddenly and unexpectedly a rival to Victoria. By 1901, just
fifteen years after the coming of the railway, Vancouver had become
British Columbia’s major city.

After leaving Vancouver, the freeway passed
through mile after mile of suburb whose grayness was often masked
by the greenery of the trees. It crossed a bridge to reach the
south side of the Fraser River and passed into the flat,
agricultural land of the Fraser Valley.

The Fraser River and its valley are named for
Simon Fraser, who explored these parts in 1808. Fraser worked for
the North West Company, which by then was depleting its supplies of
beaver east of the Rockies. At the same time, the company’s supply
routes from Montreal stretched several thousands of miles. They
wanted to find a land route to the Pacific. After Alexander
Mackenzie’s expedition of 1793 and Lewis and Clark’s of 1805,
Fraser’s was the third attempt to find a way to cross the
continent.

Though he was an important Canadian explorer,
Simon Fraser had connections to both Scotland and America. He was
born in Vermont of Gaelic-speaking parents, who had come to New
York in 1773. Since they were loyalists, the Frasers moved north to
Montreal after the Declaration of Independence. The Frasers were
highland Catholics. Despite the centuries of persecution,
Catholicism did survive in remote and inaccessible parts of
northern Scotland.

As a young man, Simon Fraser apprenticed with
the North West Company in Montreal. (It would not merge into the
Hudson’s Bay Company until 1821.) The party of two dozen
Nor’westers who left Fort George in four canoes in May 1808
included Simon Fraser, John Stuart, Jules-Maurice Quesnel, a young
clerk named James McDougall, nineteen North West Company employees,
and two natives.

Fraser’s party managed to cross the Rockies,
then choose wisely among the confusing array of rivers west of the
mountains. After a difficult journey, they reached the valley that
now bears Fraser’s name. The group was almost at the Pacific. They
believed they had found a way to the mouth of the Columbia River.
The natives had been friendly and helpful, supplying the party with
salmon and trading with them for other requisites.

On July 2, 1808, as he neared the mouth of
the river, Simon Fraser got into an argument with a Salish chief.
Due to the intervening rapids and canyon, Fraser’s party had stowed
their own canoes further up river. The chief had promised the day
before that Fraser could borrow a canoe. When Fraser ordered the
canoe to be carried to the river, the chief promptly had it carried
back. This to-and-fro was repeated. It transpired that the chief
was concerned about the ferocity of the coastal natives.
Eventually, Simon Fraser did prevail, and his party took to the
water.

Fraser’s group passed what is now New
Westminster and came ashore at a bay on the coast. While they were
ashore, the tide went out and left their canoe on dry land. As they
laboriously dragged it back into the water, the coastal natives
took advantage of their predicament to attack. Fraser’s men fended
them off, though without a shot being fired, and the group fled
back up river, assisted by the now incoming tide.

The next day, Fraser checked his latitude and
found that this could not possibly be the Columbia River. He was at
just over 49 degrees north, while the mouth of the Columbia was
known to be at 46 degrees and 20 minutes north. Not only that, but
the climate here was too warm to support the beavers the North West
Company needed. Fraser’s consolation was that surveyor David
Thompson named the river after him; Fraser reciprocated by naming
the Thompson River after David Thompson.

Around the town of Langley, the freeway
reached the first signs of the rural Fraser Valley. Until very
recently, Langley was a small town in an agricultural area. Now it
is rapidly becoming a distant suburb of Vancouver. New townhomes
and strip malls appeared by the side of the freeway.

Next on the route inland came the Fort
Langley exit. Fort Langley was a Hudson’s Bay Company trading post
established as early as 1827. Even at that date, Sir George Simpson
realized the Americans might one day claim the HBC properties at
the mouth of the Columbia. In 1824, he sent a scouting party north
to this region. Led by James McMillan, the party surveyed the area
looking for a possible site for a more northerly trading post. When
they had progressed far enough inland to find a sheltered spot,
they marked a tree trunk with the initials HBC. These were the
first Europeans to see this part of the world since Simon Fraser in
1808. Three years later, in 1827, McMillan return aboard the
Cadboro with a work party to build the new fort.

As well as serving as a trading post, Fort
Langley provided a supply point for the HBC forts in the interior.
James Yale turned 240 acres around the fort into farmland where he
kept cattle, and he fished for salmon to supply the interior
trading posts. This role in provisioning the interior enhanced the
importance of Fort Langley.

At Fort Langley, too, in 1858 James Douglas
became first governor of the new mainland colony of British
Columbia. The Act creating the colony received Royal Assent on the
first Monday in August, a date now commemorated as “B.C. Day.” But
Lt. Governor Colonel Moody thought Fort Langley too close to the
American border, so he moved the British Columbia capital to the
north of the river to New Westminster. Its name was chosen by Queen
Victoria.

Fort Langley continued to be an agricultural
center. More trees were logged, and forests became farmland. When
Governor Musgrave toured the Fraser Valley in 1869, there were
already 300 farms of at least a thousand acres each.

The successors to these farms line the side
of the freeway as it continues up the Fraser Valley. Following the
gold rush of 1858, the Royal Engineers surveyed the area and built
the Yale Road from the coast to the goldfields. The area was known
for its dairy farms, though farmers also grew tobacco.

At Abbotsford, I left the freeway. Like
Langley, Abbotsford was also once a small agricultural town, but
the construction of the freeway from Vancouver caused it to grow
rapidly. I crossed to the north of the river and arrived in the
city of Mission.

The Oblates of Mary Immaculate, invited to
the diocese by Bishop Demers of Victoria, came here in 1867 to
establish St. Mary’s Mission. It is from the Oblate mission that
the town of Mission takes its name. The Sisters of St. Ann were
here, too, and opened a school for native girls that later also
accepted boys. The school taught not only academic subjects, but
also carpentry, blacksmithing, shoemaking, and domestic science.
The city itself is more recent and dates only from 1891.

Continuing east to the village of Hatzic, I
turned left on Dewdney Trunk Road. On the way up hill, I passed a
Poor Clare monastery. Then the road headed further up the hill and
round the back, until I came at last to Westminster Abbey. There
was something exhilarating about arriving at this branch of a
1,500-year-old tradition, the Benedictine monastery, the very soul
of Europe, transplanted to a hilltop in this distant land.

The name Westminster Abbey invites comparison
with the one in London, but British Columbia’s Westminster Abbey
is, of course, modern. A party of Benedictines Oregon came to the
province in 1900. A later group from Mount Angel arrived in 1939 to
found a priory and take over running the Seminary of Christ the
King. At the time, the seminary was located on the coast. In 1953,
the Benedictines began constructing the new monastery and seminary
on this hill that overlooks Mission and the Fraser Valley. The
monks started living here in 1954, and they gradually added
buildings as funds allowed. They finally completed the Abbey’s
church in 1982. Now around thirty Benedictine monks live here.

It is the church itself that attracts the
visitor’s attention. Outwardly, it is only a concrete stylization
of a traditional church, but on the inside, abstract stained glass
windows light up in multiple colors as the sunlight floods through
them.

I parked my car and headed into the hallway.
At the entrance was a scale model of the Abbey. The church in the
model was larger than the one that I could see from the windows.
Later I learned that the monks’ building fund had not stretched as
far as the architect’s imagination.

Father Mark, the guestmaster, received me and
showed me to my room. It was on the second of three floors in the
guest wing. Inside was a bed, a desk, a chair, and a private
bathroom.

Chapter 53 of St. Benedict’s Rule covers the
reception of guests. “Let all guests arriving at the monastery be
received as Christ himself,” it famously begins. Somewhat
confusingly, it then adds that “no brother who is not commanded to
do so is permitted to associate with the guests or to converse with
them,” a principle that seems to contradict our modern notions of
hospitality.

The Rule also envisages that guests will be
much more involved in the life of the monastery than is usually the
case nowadays. “After the guests have been received, let them be
accompanied to prayer,” it says. Guests at Westminster Abbey eat in
a separate dining room. St. Benedict recommended this arrangement
so that guests “may not disturb the brethren, coming as they do at
uncertain hours.”

After dinner, I went to the church to
meditate, but it was absurdly large for my purposes. Besides, the
monks would soon be arriving for Compline. Looking at their daily
schedule, it became apparent that even a monk’s life is a constant
round of planned activities. A few of the older ones yawned as they
neared the end of their day.

Since it was still light, I took a stroll
along a trail through the woods. It came to an abrupt end at the
edge of a sheer, vertical cliff. From this spot there was a
breathtaking view across the Fraser Valley.

Next morning, the schedule included Matins,
Lauds, and Mass, and all before an early breakfast. Later in the
day, I met an old monk who was part of the original group that came
to look at the property in the late 1940s. I asked him what the
site was like then. “There was absolutely nothing here,” he told
me. “Nothing.”

 


*****

 


Cache Creek

 


After breakfast the next morning, I left
Westminster Abbey on the Dewdney Trunk Road. The Dewdney in its
name commemorates Edgar Dewdney, who also built the Dewdney Trail
across the interior of British Columbia. He later became
lieutenant-governor of the province.

Dewdney was born in England, where he read
stories about the gold rush in the British newspapers. In 1859, he
came to Victoria to seek his fortune. Well connected, he bore a
letter of introduction from Colonial Secretary Sir Edward
Bulwer-Lytton. Dewdney immediately found work with the Royal
Engineers, who were surveying a site for New Westminster, recently
chosen as the capital of the mainland colony.

To keep economic activity related to the gold
rush within British territory, the government in New Westminster
decided to build trails across the colony to the goldfields.
Dewdney bid on and won several of these contracts. In 1860, he
built a trail from Hope to the mining camps of the Similkameen
valley. Later, in 1865, after the gold strikes in the Kootenays, he
extended his trail further inland. This Dewdney Trail was for many
years the principal route to the interior. In 1866, Edgar Dewdney
built another route from Cache Creek into the surround gold-mining
areas. Cache Creek would be my destination for the morning.

From Mission, I headed east. The next town
was Chilliwack, a center for dairy farming since the 1860s. After
Chilliwack, the Fraser Valley narrowed until the freeway was
bordered on both sides by steep hills. In some places, there was
room in the valley bed only for the river and the highway.

At the head of the Fraser Valley came the
small town of Hope. Fort Hope was established in 1849 as a Hudson’s
Bay Company depot, since the routes to the south of here were now
firmly inside American territory. The “Hope” in its name referred
to the hope of finding a wholly British route to Fort Kamloops in
the interior.

The earliest gold rush finds were made near
Hope in 1858. After these had been depleted, Hope became a supply
point for miners pressing further inland. A steamship ran from Fort
Langley to Fort Hope. As the prospectors moved further north, Hope
diminished in importance, and in 1862 it had almost been
abandoned.

After Hope, the Fraser River headed north. As
I drove along its valley, I was following in the tracks of the gold
miners, and in the reverse direction of Simon Fraser’s journey to
the coast. By the time Fraser reached this point, he had long since
stowed his canoes much further up river. The steepness of the
Fraser Canyon made portages impossible. Fraser saw, too, Mount
Baker in what is now Washington State. Though it is some 40 miles
to the southwest, this volcano towers to over 10,000 feet and is
visible for miles around.

At Yale, I stopped for gas. The gas pump was
so old-fashioned I barely know how to operate it. On its signage,
Yale bills itself as “Historic Yale,” a city forever remembering
its former importance. During the gold rush, 15,000 miners passed
through here, though it is hard to imagine such a scene when you
see the town today. Yale was named after James Yale of Fort Langley
and conceived as a replacement for Fort Okanagan, which since 1846
had been on the American side of the border. So numerous were the
miners that Governor James Douglas had to form a police force at
Yale to maintain order amongst them.

The river from Hope to Yale is navigable, but
only just. In 1859 a paddle wheeler, the Umatilla, reached Yale. It
took five hours to travel upstream from Hope. The Umatilla made the
journey back downstream in 50 minutes flat.

Immediately after Yale, the Fraser Valley
becomes the Fraser Canyon. In places, the cliffs surrounding the
river are so steep that the highway has to tunnel its way through
solid rock. Surprisingly, the colonists managed to build a wagon
trail through this awe-inspiring canyon as early as 1863. A century
later, in the 1960s, the route was designated the “Trans-Canada
Highway.” But just a couple of decades after that, the British
Columbia government built a new route to the interior that bypassed
the Fraser Canyon altogether. Motels and small restaurants along
the Fraser Canyon closed for want of business. Once-important Yale
slipped even further into obscurity. From the road, I caught
occasional glimpses of the Fraser River rapids below.

The highway passed through the unincorporated
village of Spuzzum, or “Spazum,” as Simon Fraser calls it. On June
27, 1808, Fraser passed this point on foot. During the gold rush,
Governor James Douglas arranged for a scheduled ferry across the
Fraser just north of here. The ferry was replaced in 1863 by the
Alexandra Suspension Bridge. From the modern bridge, I saw this
Victorian engineering marvel in the valley far below.

Panning for gold was cold, wet, back-breaking
work. Being an inert metal, gold tends to erode into rivers. The
rivers then carry the particles downstream. At points where the
river is moving slowly, sand containing gold collects on the river
bed. These deposits are called placers.

To get the gold out of the sandbar, you have
to stand in the cold water and dip your pan into the sand. By
swirling the pan around, adding water as needed, the lighter sand
eventually spills over the sides, leaving metallic residue—if there
is any—at the bottom of the pan. Since many of the miners were
Americans, the sandbars often received American names—“Boston Bar,”
for example.

The town of “Hells’ Gate” takes its name from
the difficulties Simon Fraser had in navigating the river at this
point. Ordinarily, where there were rapids, you made a portage and
carried your canoes and supplies along the banks until the river
once again became navigable. But here, not only was the river a
continual series of rapids, but its banks consisted of
near-vertical precipices. Simon Fraser was at a loss for words in
describing how treacherous this part of the canyon was. “We had to
pass where no human being should venture,” he wrote on June 26,
1808.

The modern highway manages to keep at an even
level for the most part, but my vehicle struggled to climb to the
1,000-foot Jackass Mountain Summit. The landscape changed to
reflect the increasing dryness of the climate. This area is the
rain shadow of the coastal mountains. Trees are more thinly spread,
and the soil is a dull sand.

At Lytton, the Thompson River flows into the
Fraser. On his way downstream, Simon Fraser saw that the natives
here possessed manufactured items such as copper and brass tea
kettles, and he knew he must be within striking distance of the
coast.

The town of Lytton is named for Colonial
Secretary Sir Edward Bulwer Lytton. Apart from his political
responsibilities, Bulwer Lytton was also a novelist. His
Rosicrucian novel, Zanoni, is still sometimes read today, but the
world of literature remembers him more for the opening of Paul
Clifford: “It was a dark and stormy night.”

As Colonial Secretary, Sir Edward Bulwer
Lytton formed the colony of British Columbia to consolidate and
stimulate trade in the region. He revoked the Hudson’s Bay
Company’s previous universal rights in the area, and proposed a new
colony to be named “New Caledonia.” Fortunately or unfortunately,
there was already a French possession by that name. To avoid
confusion, Sir Edward and Queen Victoria decided between them to
give the colony a utilitarian name that reflected the British
ownership of this region through which passed the Columbia River:
“British Columbia.”

Like Yale, the town of Lytton was an
important stop during the gold rush. As the miners and settlers
moved inland, Lytton became the starting point for a wagon trail to
the Cariboo, where cattle-ranching developed in the 1870s. The
railway later stopped at Lytton, too, and the in the twentieth
century the Trans-Canada Highway passed through it. But like Yale,
Lytton has diminished in importance since the construction of the
new Coquihalla Highway, which bypasses the Fraser Canyon to follow
a steeper but more direct route to the interior.

As I left Lytton, bells clanged, a whistle
sounded, and lights flashed. I stopped to let a train crossed the
road. It was doing about 40 miles per hour, but even so, it took
several minutes to pass. That train must have been two miles
long.

The highway then began to follow the Thompson
River rather than the Fraser. After Hope and Yale, the Thompson
valley was the next area to be prospected for gold. The Royal
Engineers built a wagon trail along the Thompson in 1862. The next
town was Spence’s Bridge, once called Cook’s Ferry after Mortimer
Cook, a freighter for the Hudson’s Bay Company, who built a rope
ferry across the river. A couple of years later, road contractor
Thomas Spence constructed a proper bridge, and hence the name,
Spence’s Bridge. The climate became even drier. By the time I
reached Ashcroft, trees had disappeared from the landscape
altogether. In their place grew sagebrush.

Cache Creek is in the northern part of a
desert that stretches all the way south, through the western United
States, as far as Mexico. In 1846, Sir George Simpson included this
point in his plan to re-establish the Hudson’s Bay Company network
entirely on the British side of the 49th parallel. Cache Creek’s
name reflects the fact that some long-forgotten fur-trader once hid
his supplies and goods here.

I turned right off the highway and headed up
Stage Road. A pilgrimage ought to include a shrine, but while these
are common in Eastern Canada, they are few and far between in
British Columbia. The one I was about to visit was the Immaculate
Heart of Mary Shrine further up Stage Road. It is also a retreat
center, though one which closes during the summer.

I parked and got out to visit. The retreat
center is on the outskirts of Cache Creek, but Cache Creek is a
small place, and I could still hear traffic noise from the highway.
What I had not realized is that not only the retreat center but
also the shrine closed for the summer. I would only be able to
explore from the outside.

The climate here is so dry that Immaculate
Heart has an outdoor church, a notion that would be unthinkable in
damper parts of British Columbia. The altar is inside through
adjoining sets of glass doors that open when the church is in use.
Going round the back of the property, I saw that the retreat center
bedrooms had doors that opened directly to the exterior, like a
motel. But all the doors to the building were firmly locked, and I
was unable to visit the shrine.

 


*****



 


Emmanuella

 


From Cache Creek I turned to head east along
the Thompson Valley. These river valleys form the natural routes
across British Columbia. Today’s highways often follow the same
route as the post-goldrush wagon trails, which in turn follow the
routes discovered by the old-time fur traders. In some areas, the
Thompson Valley is flat enough for agriculture. One farm I saw
billed itself as the world’s largest ginseng grower.

Down in the valley below, the river suddenly
broadened into Kamloops Lake. At Kamloops itself, the South
Thompson and North Thompson meet to form the Thompson River. The
trading post at Fort Kamloops was established in 1812 by David
Stewart, who worked for what was then the Pacific Fur Company, a
year before it was acquired by the North West Company. This in turn
merged into the Hudson’s Bay Company. In 1842, the Hudson’s Bay
Company built a new version of Fort Kamloops on the other side of
the river.

South from Kamloops runs a new highway that
avoids the limitations of river valleys by simply heading straight
over the top of the mountains. The road climbed to 4,000 feet,
rising so rapidly that my ears popped. I noticed that, after the
dry climate of Cache Creek and Kamloops, trees had now returned to
the landscape. The highway then descended into the Nicola Valley
and headed for the town of Merritt. The grasslands in this valley
were early on discovered to be suitable for ranching. The ranchers
called the area where the Nicola and Coldwater Rivers met “The
Forks,” and they wanted to name their community “Forksdale.” But
the name did not catch on, and the town was subsequently named for
mining engineer and railway promoter William Merritt.

From Merritt, the “Okanagan Connector”
highway leads up to another high mountain pass. Highway 97C reaches
its peak of 5,700 feet at Pennask Summit, then descends on the far
side down to the shores of Lake Okanagan. The Okanagan River is a
tributary of the Columbia, and its valley is shared between Canada
and the United States, though its spelling changes to Okanogan in
Washington State. Fort Okanogan, to the south of the 49th parallel,
was also founded by the Pacific Fur Company and so eventually
became part of the Hudson’s Bay Company network of trading
posts.

David Stuart reached Lake Okanagan in 1811 as
part of the continued quest for a connecting route to the Pacific.
By crossing overland from the Fraser River to the Okanagan, he at
last discovered the connection the traders had been looking for.
His route was used to bring supplies and goods for trade into the
interior of the region then called “New Caledonia.”

The highway reached the shores of Lake
Okanagan at Peachland. This turn-of-the-century town was
established by John Robinson. He borrowed $75,000 from Canadian
Pacific Railway president Sir Thomas Shaughnessy to buy up the
land. Then he divided it up and sold it off in ten-acre parcels. He
gave his towns cheerful names to match the mood of the new century:
“Peachland” here, and “Summerland” to the south.

The earliest farmers in the Okanagan had to
confine themselves to the lowlands around the lake. Elsewhere, the
region was too dry for agriculture. But in the first few decades of
the twentieth century, irrigation reservoirs and canals allowed the
dry grasslands to be turned over to agriculture.

Kelowna is reached by a floating bridge
across Lake Okanagan. During the gold rush, some 8,000 people used
the north-south route along the river valley to reach the interior,
rather than ascending the Fraser River from the coast. Even in the
early twentieth century, the easiest way to get up and down the
region was to take a steamer on Lake Okanagan. When the Canadian
Pacific Railway opened a spur line in 1925, rail transportation
took over from the stern-wheelers. With its warm, dry summers, the
Okanagan region became a welcome vacationland for dwellers on the
damp coast.

In 1859, Father Charles Pandosy of the
Oblates of Mary Immaculate settled in what is now Kelowna. There
had been a Jesuit mission in the area in 1847, but this had been
abandoned by the time Father Pandosy arrived. The missionaries
called the area L’Anse au Sable, or “Sandy Bay.”

Father Pandosy was a Frenchman from
Marseilles who first came to the Pacific Northwest in 1847. His
initial mission was at Fort Walla Walla, Washington. There he
learned the Yakima language. But in May 1858, war flared up between
the United States army and the Yakima and Spokane Indians. The
Oblates withdrew Fr. Pandosy to their new base on Vancouver Island,
and then asked him to open a mission in the southern interior of
British Columbia. During the summer of 1859, Pandosy came to the
Okanagan with a small group of helpers to establish the mission.
They spent the first winter living in tents. In the spring of 1860,
they began to build a house and chapel.

Pandosy encouraged miners to settle in this
fertile area. He was a giant of a man with a bushy beard and was
extraordinarily popular both with his colleagues and his
parishioners. Although the mission’s official name was Immaculate
Conception, it is known locally simply as “the Father Pandosy
mission.”

Father Pandosy established a small orchard.
Then in 1891, the Earl of Aberdeen bought 480 acres near the
Okanagan mission and planted apple trees on a larger scale. The
great problem in this dry climate was getting enough water to the
trees. The simplest way to irrigate higher land was to dam a creek
and divert its water along a flume. Channels between the rows of
trees allowed water to reach the trees’ roots. But in the twentieth
century, a more efficient system of pumps, pipes and sprinklers
made possible an even larger fruit-growing industry. Planting
grapes allowed in turn for the manufacture of wines. With
fruit-growing now a staple of the economy, the pioneering Father
Pandosy has become something of a local hero.

I drove through downtown Kelowna on Harvey
Road. The road was jammed with slow-moving traffic. In the last few
decades, Kelowna’s permanent population has grown from 10,000 to
over 100,000, and its many tourists add to these numbers.

My original plan was to spend a few days at
the Seton House of Prayer. When a group retreating at the same time
as me cancelled, Seton called to say they had decided to close the
whole retreat center for the period. Fortunately, I discovered an
alternative at Emmanuella House of Prayer just north of Kelowna. As
chance would have it, a small-group meditation retreat was already
scheduled for the time of my visit.

Emmanuella House of Prayer is a private home
set in a quiet area high on the east shore of Lake Okanagan. The
non-profit society that runs the house opened in 1999 after its
founder, Flo, had spent three years studying at the Vancouver
School of Theology. The house overlooks the lake and its seven
acres were, until recently, shaded by ponderosa pines.
Unfortunately, most of the pine trees have now been stricken by
mountain pine beetles. These insects have infected large areas of
British Columbia.

After settling in, the three of us on the
retreat gathered for sung Evening Prayer. A taped choir and music
accompanied us. Then we began our first, twenty-minute meditation
period. When it was over, we had a dinner of spaghetti, sauce,
garlic bread and coleslaw, with a brownie and ice cream for
dessert.

We gathered again at seven in the evening,
this time for a triple-sit. The famous “triple-sit” consists of
three periods of meditation interspersed with short breaks for
stretching and walking.

This was more serious than our single sit
before dinner. St. Teresa of Avila compared the stages in prayer
with four different methods of obtaining water for a garden. You
can carry the water in a bucket, which is hard work all the way.
You can build an irrigation system, which is work at the beginning
but becomes less work once it is done. You can divert a natural
stream. Or you can simply let it rain. This fourth stage is the
easiest stage of all, since all the work is done by God.

The same applies to meditation. In the
beginning, it is constant work to return again and again to the
mantra. But after a while, the mantra begins to repeat itself, and
it requires only a slight effort to keep it going. Eventually, it
becomes possible simply to sit and listen to the mantra.

In The Selfless Self, Father Laurence
compares the repeated failures of meditation—the drifting away from
the mantra—with the experiments of Thomas Edison. Edison would try
5,000 ways of getting something to work before he finally hit on
one that did. Yet the “failed” experiments were part of his process
of success. So it is with repeating a mantra. You might drift away
from it 5,000 times, but so what? Fr. Laurence suggests that we
have an exaggerated fear of failure. The fact that something must
be patiently tried 5,000 times should not put us off.

After our triple-sit, we had a discussion
comparing different translation of the beatitudes. We were running
late by the time we finished, and so Compline was shortened to a
single chant.

The next morning, we began again at 7 a.m.
with another triple-sit before a breakfast of porridge with toast,
butter, and peach marmalade. A fourth retreatant was due to join us
at ten, but she did not arrive, so the three of us resumed our
meditation with the 10 a.m. triple-sit. By now, the triple-sits
were becoming excruciatingly difficult. My back ached. Whoever
thought twenty minutes could feel like an hour? I was afflicted by
an incredible restlessness, longing for the break between sits to
arrive, and counting my way through the three meditation
periods—one, two, three—that passed so agonizingly slowly. A
cushion wedged between myself and the back of the chair during the
third meditation period provided only temporarily relief. I dreaded
the thought of more triple-sits to come.

After the sit was finally over, I went
outside and walked up the hill to look at the labyrinth. It was
laid out with stones over the course of two weeks after much
carrying and careful measuring.

We lunched then rested before the
three-o’clock triple-sit. As I sat down to begin in the afternoon,
all I could think about was how long it would be until the next
break between sits. In the event, it was easier than I anticipated.
Perhaps the cushion was helping. Or perhaps I was calming down and
settling into the stillness.

The three of us gathered for Evening Prayer
and a single session of meditation before a roast chicken dinner.
The final triple-sit of the day passed without incident, and we
continued our discussion of the remaining beatitudes. By
coincidence, as I was reading after dinner, I happened to come
across a passage where Father Laurence discusses the beatitude,
“Blessed are the clean of heart, for they will see God.” He relates
this purity of heart to a still mind and the resultant clarity. Our
day ended with Compline.

The next morning, I woke at six and had
coffee before our early morning triple-sit. Despite the
difficulties of the day before, I was looking forward to starting
afresh. The meditation began with stillness but then gradually
became busier as I woke up and felt the effects of the coffee. All
sorts of fantasies of future retreats passed through my mind as an
ironic substitute for the experience of actually being here on this
one. When the third meditation period was over, though, I felt as
if I could have gone on for a fourth.

After breakfast, the third member of our
group had to leave, and Flo and I continued with the final,
official triple-sit of the retreat. Again, my back was sore, no
matter how I positioned myself or where I placed the cushion. I was
glad when the gong rang to signal the end of the meditation.

We had lunch and then at three o’clock I went
back for another triple-sit, though or formal retreat was now over.
Flo came to join me.

Father Laurence talks about this ability of
silence to draw together a community in Light Within. In his
introduction, he points out that communities need not be based
around exchanging words. They can also be based on shared silence.
A group of people can come together in prayer without having first
discussed all their “news and views.” A community can grow out of
silence, rather than expecting an established community to arrange
a time for silence. He says, too, that “the depth of our community
is directly proportional to the depth of our prayer.” A community
that does not pray together will eventually not be a community at
all. But this depth of prayer has to be real. Talk without the
corresponding reality is unconvincing.

As evidence of the need to have something
real to offer, Fr. Laurence points to the growing number of people
who have no kind of religious background at all. There will
eventually be a need to establish the capacity to reach such
people, says Fr. Laurence. Yet he wrote this in 1986, some twenty
years ago, and Fr. Laurence’s future is now. At the last census,
over a third of British Columbians reported they had no religion at
all. Not only the liturgy but the entire vocabulary of Christianity
says nothing to them. Later in the book, Fr. Laurence returns to
the need for community. Disciples always exist in community, he
says. Without the support and strength of a community, we tend to
settle for mediocrity. It must be a community of prayer, he says,
because otherwise it becomes only a venue for socialization.

Just after four o’clock, we finished this
unofficial triple-sit. Now that I was used to it, the triple-sit
had begun to seem like a single, hour-long sit, punctuated by two
brief breaks for stretching and walking. My back was less painful
than it had been in the morning. I felt as if I could have
continued with four triple-sits a day indefinitely, but the retreat
was now definitely over. I awoke the next morning feeling
refreshed.

 


*****

 


Johnson’s Landing

 


I left Kelowna for Johnson’s Landing, where I
was booked on a workshop with Dorothy Maclean. The route would take
me from the Okanagan to the Kootenay region of British
Columbia.

From Emmanuella, I headed north on Highway 97
to Vernon. As elsewhere in British Columbia, the fur traders were
the first Europeans to visit these parts, followed by the gold
prospectors. Many of them saw the area’s potential for cattle
ranching and so settled.

Forbes Vernon, the city’s namesake, had a
ranch named Coldstream. The Earl and subsequently Marquess of
Aberdeen purchased its 13,000 acres from him and planted orchards.
This confidence on the part of Lord Aberdeen’s drew other families.
To evangelize the natives, Father Durieu of the Oblates of Mary
Immaculate established a mission here in 1863.

At Vernon, I turned east and came to the
small logging and agriculture community of Lumby. Many of the early
settlers in Lumby were French-Canadian. In particular, a family of
seven brothers named Christien came here from Quebec in 1862. One
brother, Louis Christien, found gold at Cherry Creek, then in 1865
took up land to farm. At that time, the British Columbia government
had a system of “pre-emptions” by which any settler who cleared
land and put up a building could claim the land. Christien
subsequently became the foreman on the construction of the wagon
trail which is the ancestor of the modern Highway 6 along which I
traveled.

Another Quebecer, Pierre Bessette, donated
land for a church in Lumby in 1893. Prior to that, Mass had been
said Bessette’s dining room. A priest would come from Father
Pandosy’s mission in Kelowna. Bessette’s son, Henry, was born in
Lumby in 1888, and he is thought to have been the first British
Columbia-born Oblate Father.

After Lumby, the landscape became greener and
hillier. The road climbed into the Monashee Mountains, which form
the natural dividing line between the Okanagan and Kootenay regions
of British Columbia. At this early hour I had the road to myself.
When I stopped for a break at 3,800 feet, it was blissfully quiet.
I realized why monasteries must always built in remote areas. One’s
spirit expands in this silent, forested, mountainous kingdom.
Besides, pine trees smell nice on a sunny morning.

To the north of here, but still in the
Monashees, surveyor Walter Moberly found and named Eagle Pass as he
searched for a possible route for the railway across British
Columbia. The famous “last spike” in that railway would be driven
at Eagle Pass in 1885—fourteen years after British Columbia was
promised the railway as its reward for joining the Dominion of
Canada.

I descended the far side of the Monashees to
the town of Needles on Lower Arrow Lake. The Upper and Lower Arrow
Lake are widenings in the Columbia River. At Needles, I stopped to
wait for a ferry across the lake. As in several other places in
British Columbia, the ferry counts as part of the highway system
and is therefore free. The ferry took me to Fauquier, and then I
drove on to Nakusp.

At Nakusp, I broke my journey for an early
lunch. This pleasant small town sports a new age gift shop and a
health food store. From there it was on to New Denver, originally
called Eldorado City, but renamed after Denver, Colorado. New
Denver is, unfortunately, best known as the site of a World War Two
internment camp. Over a thousand Japanese-Canadians were forcibly
confined here during the war. Their makeshift cabins were
constructed from new wood. When the wood dried, it left gaps in the
walls that winter winds blew through. The only source of heat was
oil lamps, designed for lighting rather than warmth. Some of the
Japanese-Canadians had to scrape frost off the inside of their
cabin walls each winter morning.

From New Denver to Kaslo was another
snake-its-way-through-the-mountains road. The Missionary Sisters of
Christ the King came to Kaslo during the war to minister to the
forcibly relocated Japanese-Canadians. From Kaslo, it was up to the
head of Kootenay Lake and then round to Argenta. A group of Quaker
families came to Argenta in the 1950s to establish a better life
than they thought possible in McCarthyite America. The roads were
gravel now. Finally, I arrived at the Johnson’s Landing Retreat
Center.

Our kind and thoughtful hosts for the week
were the owners of the retreat center, Richard and Angele. The
story of how Richard came to be running the retreat center is
fascinating. He was a schoolteacher in Kaslo who loved to hike in
the surrounding areas. One day, while out in the woods, he stumbled
across a small, little-known, and neglected retreat center. In a
moment of clarity, he knew he had a job to do revitalizing it.
Richard bought the property, and in the summer of 1999 he put
together a complete program of workshops and retreats. He had 5,000
brochures printed up. No one came. But Richard persisted, and by
the time I visited Johnson’s Landing, he had a full house for the
workshop with Dorothy Maclean. I was staying a “tent cabin,” which
is a tent erected on top of a wooden, cabin-like foundation. It was
hot in there, exposed to the sun all day, but it cooled down by
nightfall.

Over dinner that first evening, people were
excited to meet Dorothy. With their many questions, they almost
pre-empted the subject matter of the workshop. It is astonishing
how many people have been touched by the Findhorn story. “To the
four corners of the Earth,” their guidance told them. Though they
had faith in intuition, this they found difficult to believe.

The next morning, we gathered, fifteen women
and five men, to share our stories of divine moments in our lives.
Then Dorothy told her story. In 1941, she had just graduated from
the University of Western Ontario. Her first job was with the
British Security Coordination in New York. Dorothy’s chaperone for
the rail journey from Toronto to New York happened to be Sheena
Govan, daughter of the founders of the Faith Mission. This
encounter did not mean much to her at the time. But after the war,
Dorothy settled in London, and there she reconnected with Sheena
Govan.

It turned out that Sheena had a spirituality
of her own that differed from that of her evangelical protestant
parents. Her practices included listening for divine guidance. This
was popular at the time: the Moral Re-Armament movement reached its
peak in the 1940s. But Sheena came across the practice of listening
for guidance naturally, though she may have been influenced by her
father’s membership in the Society of Friends.

By the late 1940s, Dorothy’s wartime marriage
to John Wood had become difficult. Her husband was taciturn to the
point of secretiveness and was often absent for long periods.
Dorothy wanted to find the most loving way she could to react to
the situation. Her conclusion—shocking at the time—was that, in his
own best interests, she should divorce him.

Convinced that this was indeed the most
loving choice, Dorothy initiated divorce proceedings. But her
intention and commitment to living life in a loving way had an
unexpected side-effect. Shortly after her commitment to act, she
had a “God moment” in her flat in London. Then she began to get the
urge to take time away from all her usual activities, sit down, and
listen for guidance. By remembering the felt experience of the God
moment, Dorothy found she could enter an intuitive state of
consciousness. Even so, she would not have continued with the
practice without the encouragement of Sheena Govan.

Dorothy took up Sheena’s suggestion to listen
for guidance three times a day. She sat for 30 to 45 minutes at a
time. Fortuitously, she had a private office at the London
newspaper where she worked, so she could include a midday session
in her schedule. “The answers always worked,” Dorothy told us. And
so she built up confidence in this new source of inspiration and
direction in life.

Dorothy naturally met Sheena Govan’s
then-husband, Peter Caddy. In the early 1950s, they were joined by
Eileen Combe, soon to be Peter’s third wife. When Peter and Eileen
Caddy were appointed to manage the Cluny Hill Hotel in Forres,
Dorothy followed her inner guidance and joined them as the hotel’s
secretary. After the three of them lost their jobs some years later
while managing another hotel, the Caddys moved to a caravan
(trailer) park near the village of Findhorn. Again following her
guidance, in 1963 Dorothy had an annex built to the caravan so that
she could continue to meditate with the Caddys.

Dorothy’s story was familiar to me from her
book, To Hear the Angels Sing, but was much more powerful when I
heard it from her in person. Reading transcripts of her guidance in
Come Closer, I was struck by the extraordinary sensitivity with
which she recorded her inner promptings.

Her method of receiving guidance differed
from Eileen Caddy’s. Eileen would mentally “hear” definite words
and simply write them down. Dorothy, on the other hand, would
recall the God moment, tune in to this state of consciousness, and
then notice any impressions or meanings that suggested themselves.
Her active part was confined to finding the right words, sometimes
with the aid of a thesaurus. She calls her method the “Doorway
Method.” Expressing its essence, Dorothy told us that it is simply
a matter of choosing to be loving.

As the days went by, Dorothy gave us
opportunities to experiment with the Doorway Method for ourselves.
Our evenings were filled with various unofficial, extracurricular
activities that retreatants spontaneously offered to facilitate. On
the first evening, we had Sacred Circle Dance, a Findhorn
staple.

Dorothy was accompanied on the retreat by her
assistant, Freya. “Did you brush your teeth with God?” Freya asked
us one morning. She reminded us that God is not a hobby, nor a
means of escape from everyday life. God is life. Likewise, divine
guidance is not separate from everyday life; it is, instead, the
driver for everyday life.

By the mid-1960s, when Dorothy’s guidance
told her to tune in to the forces of nature, she had built up trust
in its accuracy. She gave us time to experiment for ourselves.
Someone placed a petunia in the center of the group room, and we
all contemplated the plant and wrote down whatever thoughts and
feelings occurred to us. Dorothy explained that the idea is to
gather within oneself all known qualities of the petunia and then
examine their resonance.

By this stage in the workshop, I was in the
habit of taking a nap after lunch, as best I could in the
sauna-like heat of the tent-cabin, then showering and taking tea.
During those hot afternoons, I talked to many people. There was
much interest in the subject of intentional communities, and some
had made differing degrees of progress toward this ideal. Our host,
Richard, told me there was an intentional community aspect to the
Johnson’s Landing retreat center, too.

Our afternoon sessions began at 4 p.m. I
never thought of myself as a “tree-hugger,” but one of our
exercises involved doing just that. The results were unexpected. As
soon as I placed my hands on the trunk, the mental chatter dropped
out of my mind. No wonder our treeless cities are filled with
neurotic activity.

But the workshop was not all seriousness.
Freya gave us a humorous impression of Peter Caddy supervising a
meditation session at Findhorn—documented, she assured us, on
video.

Early the next day, I walked in the summer
sun to the group room for early morning meditation. It was hard to
believe it was a weekday in the outside world. Every day at the
retreat center was as peaceful as every other day. At breakfast,
taken in the open air, I positioned myself at a table with a view
of the mountains on the west side of Kootenay Lake.

After repeated practice, the thoughts that
came to me in the intuition practice sessions had a glowing,
luminous, translucent quality to them. A momentum was building up.
None of this tuning in is mental, Dorothy reminded us. It is based
on a physical, felt connection. The quality of the light in the
room seemed to become more intense as the days went by. Richard’s
and Angele’s responses to guest queries were always generous and
giving.

One morning we worked in the retreat center
garden. While Dorothy was at Findhorn, visitors would arrive
haphazardly. Peter Caddy would assess them—he was particularly fond
of hard workers—and if they passed muster, he would let them stay.
But as the numbers grew into the hundreds, it was no longer
practical for Peter to deal with them personally. He initiated a
program called “Experience Week” to introduce them to the
community. And here we were, somewhat anachronistically, doing our
very own Experience Week with Dorothy Maclean.

My job was to tidy the greenhouse. As soon as
I saw the gardening gloves, my mind went back to my very first
job—assistant gardener at the Officers’ Mess at Royal Air Force
Halton. Curiously enough, Squadron Leader Peter Caddy had also been
posted to RAF Halton during the war. To keep everyone informed of
social activities, he erected a large board titled What’s On. I can
distinctly remember seeing that board, several decades after
Squadron Leader Caddy erected it. Little did I then know that I
would one day meet the board’s architect, the former Squadron
Leader.

It is unusual for me to get into an argument
with anyone, let alone someone I have just met, yet somehow I
managed to get into an argument with the Peter Caddy. I saw what
Dorothy meant when she talked about the man’s immense energy.
Whatever his faults, Findhorn would not have happened without
him.

Our gardening was carried out in silence.
After the silence ended, Susan gave a talk on herbal medicine, and
there was a thunder shower.

On the last evening, we met in the retreat
center Tipi for an evening of fun led by the Tipi’s occupants,
Clayten and Charles. Richard and Angele had offered the use of
their collection of percussion instruments for the evening, and we
made good use of them. Later, the thought occurred to me that I
should have memorized Marriott Edgar’s “Albert and the Lion” to
recite on such occasions.

 


*****

 


Marywood

 


After a week of sitting the sun, my car
started first time. I headed back along the gravel road to Argenta.
That road must be hard on the tires for those who live at Johnson’s
Landing full-time. Getting to the nearest town for groceries takes
an hour, and the first dozen miles are gravel. After passing the
head of Kootenay lake, I turned and headed south on the road to
Nelson.

Nelson is a product of the silver rush of
1886. After the silver had been depleted, Nelson became a center
for the forestry industry, and when that declined, it turned to
tourism. Business owners stripped the modern siding off their
buildings to reveal turn-of-the-century exteriors. The town is
reputed also to have been a haven for American draft dodgers during
the Vietnam war.

From Nelson, I continue south to Salmo. Its
odd name is an abbreviation of “Salmon Siding,” as in town on the
banks of the Salmon River. There are precious few salmon today,
since the Columbia River was dammed during the 1960s.

The road from Nelson to Salmo was part of the
gold rush trail laid out by Edgar Dewdney. After Salmo, I joined
Highway 3. The road passed through the Purcell Mountains, the last
range before the Rockies. I continued through Creston and Yahk,
after which the road followed the Moyie River. This is a tributary
of the Kootenay River, whose spelling changes to Kootenai after it
crosses the American border.

The town of Cranbrook was originally called
Joseph’s Prairie. In 1864, the government situated a lookout post
here to watch for Americans illegally entering British territory.
When Colonel James Baker bought the property in 1887, he renamed it
Cranbrook after his home town in Kent. Lying in a valley between
the Purcell Mountains and the Rockies, Cranbrook is said to be the
sunniest place in British Columbia.

Colonel Baker was a man of immense
capabilities. He had fought in the Crimean War, and after settling
in southeast British Columbia, he turned his energies to business.
There was coal in the area, but while you could carry out hundreds
of dollars’ worth of gold in your pocket, coal was a different
matter. Baker had himself elected to the British Columbia
legislature. He then used his political influence to see to it that
not only was a railway built, but also that it would stop on his
land. The Canadian Pacific Railway line from Lethbridge to Nelson
opened in 1897. This allowed Colonel Baker and his partners to
carry Elk Valley coal to market. With a railway stop on his land,
Baker also became the owner of a city in the making. He opened a
hotel and sold off lots for building.

Before going to Marywood retreat center, I
stopped at Wal-Mart to get some requisites. Even on a Saturday
afternoon, there was plenty of room to park in this human-size
town. Then I briefly toured the old downtown. The main street was,
of course, named Baker Street, but little remained from the early
days. Much of the downtown was built in a utilitarian, mid-century
style. Still, the setting was spectacular—a wide-open valley
surrounded by forested hills with the mountains beyond.

To get to Marywood, I crossed the railway
tracks into an industrial area, then headed up hill to the
semi-rural lots beyond. At the very end of Westwood Drive is
Marywood Retreat Center. Since this southeastern slice of British
Columbia observes Mountain Time, I set my watch forward an hour.
Entering a new time zone made me feel as though I had entered a new
country. The far eastern border of British Columbia was only ninety
miles away.

Marywood is a small retreat center with seven
guestrooms that offers directed and undirected retreats, plus day
programs for the local community. They have a system of scheduled
weeks for silent retreats, so that you can retreat in silence, but
with the support of a group. It is staffed by the Sisters of the
Congregation of Notre Dame. Like the Sisters of St. Ann, the
Congregation of Notre Dame was founded in Quebec, though at the
surprisingly early date of 1653. Their founder was St. Marguerite
Bourgeoys, who had come to Montreal from France. The Congregation
of Notre Dame is a teaching order that now has communities in both
North and South America. The Sisters came to British Columbia in
the twentieth century.

Marywood has been on this site for
twenty-five years. Though purpose-built as a retreat center, it was
intended to have a warm atmosphere and so was designed in the style
of a private home. My fellow retreatants were from Spokane, which
is a three-hour drive away. It was, though, the kindness and
thoughtfulness of our hosts that made Marywood feel so
welcoming.

Since it was Saturday evening, a party of
retreatants and Sisters went to Mass in Cranbrook. Sunday would be
a complete day of rest at the retreat center. After Mass, we
returned to Marywood for dinner. The dining room overlooked a
forested valley, and beyond that soared the British Columbia
Rockies. Classical music played softly over dinner.

Before breakfast the next morning, I took a
walk along the old logging road that adjoins the property. When I
got back, I discovered a party of deer. By the time I went for
breakfast, the deer had moved round to the lawn in front of the
dining room. A fawn came right up to the window and began munching
on the Sisters’ carefully tended plants. I suppose the Sisters must
be used to it by now.

Then I went to the room set aside as a chapel
for morning meditation. Meditating in front of the Blessed
Sacrament, it occurred to me once more that society at large has
taken a wrong turn. The highest-quality experiences are found not
in education or commerce or entertainment, but in silence and in
love.

Thomas Merton warned against attachment to
these spiritual pleasures. I was re-reading his New Seeds of
Contemplation. When I first read Merton twenty years ago, I liked
him, but thought no more about what he was saying. Re-reading him
now, I was astonished by his insights. Quotable quotes appear on
almost every other page. “The only true joy on earth is to escape
from the prison of our own false self,” he says. “All sin starts
from the assumption that my false self, the self that exists only
in my egocentric desires, is the fundamental reality of life to
which everything else in the universe is ordered.”

Merton says that our real work is not to
convert the world to our point of view, but to allow God’s will to
do its work within us. And what is God’s will? “The very nature of
each situation usually bears within itself some indication of God’s
will,” he says.

In his position as novice-master at
Gethsemani, Thomas Merton gave lectures on John Cassian. His
lecture notes have now been published. Merton notices Cassian’s
remark that the source of all our problems is worldly distractions
and his statement that without such obstacles, the soul rises
naturally toward God. But Merton called this “optimistic.” Perhaps
it is for one who lives full-time in a monastery, but for the
retreatant, it is an easily verified reality. Get away from your
work, your house, and your city, and your mind clears after only a
few days. This has a practical application. Retreat centers work
best when removed from urban busy-ness.

I returned to the chapel, not to reflect on
these points, but simply to sit with them in stillness. The value
of stillness was known to the Desert Fathers Cassian visited. There
is a story of three friends in the desert who made different
attempts to lead the holy life. One tried to become a peace-maker,
one visited the sick, and the third became a contemplative. The
first two became discouraged and so sought out the advice of the
third. The contemplative replied with a demonstration. First, he
poured some water into a bowl and showed them how turbulent it was.
After a while, the water settled and became calm. The two inquirers
saw their faces reflected in the clear, still water. This was the
contemplative’s way of demonstrating the value of stillness.

After dinner on Sunday, we all gathered in
the chapel at 7 p.m. for Evening Prayer.

 


*****

 


To the Rockies

 


It was a glorious morning when I left
Marywood. Before heading for the British Columbia-Alberta border, I
visited the Canadian Museum of Rail Travel in Cranbrook. The museum
has collected, and is in the process of restoring, historic trains.
I took the tour of the Soo-Spokane Train Deluxe of 1907. Unlikely
as it may seem, the rail route from Minneapolis to Spokane passed
through Cranbrook. Although the cars were in need of major
restoration, one could see the elegance of first-class rail travel
in Edwardian days. The train tour was complemented by a visit to
the reconstructed Royal Alexandra Hall from the hotel by that name
in Winnipeg. It was built in 1906, and its hall was moved to the
museum when the hotel was demolished. At each stop in the Canadian
Museum of Rail Travel, there are audio explanations and a guide to
accompany you from point to point.

I left Cranbrook on the highway, but I wanted
to make a brief detour to see the heritage site at Fort Steele.
This late Victorian town overlooks the Kootenay River near its
confluence with the St. Mary River. It was once known as
Galbraith’s Ferry after an early ferry across the river. Colonel
Sam Steele of the North West Mounted Police built a fort here in
1887, and about the same time Father Coccola of the Oblates of Mary
Immaculate established St. Eugene Mission on the nearby St. Mary’s
River.

For several decades, Fort Steele seemed set
to become the urban center of the East Kootenays. It had dozens of
stores, three churches, an opera house, and even a newspaper
complete with its own printing press. But the coming of the railway
drew businesses away to Cranbrook. The owner of the city’s
department store, Mr. Fink, saw Cranbrook poised to overtake Fort
Steele in prominence and opened a new store in Cranbrook. Local
government followed. There was once even a riverboat service to
Fort Steele, but that too disappeared with the coming of the
railway. By the end of the second world war, this town which once
had 2,000 residents had dwindled to fifty inhabitants. In 1961, the
town was closed permanently and converted to a heritage site.

Bypassed by “progress,” Fort Steele is now a
magnificent example of a turn-of-the-century British Columbia town.
Looking at its location, surrounded by a vast plain and circled by
mountains, it is hard to believe this isolated spot was once a
bustling corner of the British Empire.

Back on the highway, I followed the Elk River
valley. The scenery was spectacular with forest and mountain
vistas. At Mount Broadwood, the road tunnels through the cliffs,
and on the far side of the river is a nature reserve. Bighorn
sheep, elk, deer, and bears make their homes in this
wilderness.

Fernie is another turn-of-the-century town
that has had its ups and downs. William Fernie was an adventurer
and entrepreneur from England, though he had lived in Australia,
Peru, and California before he settled in British Columbia. He came
to Wild Horse Creek in the mid 1860s as part of the gold rush. When
gold production tailed off, the Europeans turned to broader
economic development of the land. They found coal in the Elk River
valley in 1874. At that time, though, there was no economically
viable way to bring it to market. But Fernie went into business
with Colonel James Baker of Cranbrook. Together, they formed the
Crow’s Nest Coal and Mineral Company in 1889. With the coming of
the railway, they had at last a way to bring their coal to
market.

The old buildings along Fernie’s Victoria
Avenue are in good condition. A small museum tells the story of the
area. After it was no longer economically viable to extract coal,
the town re-created itself as a ski resort. The skiers have
provided an incentive to design newer hotels, stores, and fast food
outlets along the highway in an attractive Alpine style.

The next town along the road was Sparwood.
This is a new coal-mining town built to replace the older
settlements, which were so close to the mines that coal dust
permanently pervaded the air.

The border between the British Columbia and
Alberta Rockies follows the Continental Divide. Rivers on the
British Columbia side flow into the Pacific, while those in Alberta
flow into the Atlantic. Until 200 million years ago, Canada only
went as far as Alberta. Geological forces forced British Columbia
to join Canada, and the resultant geological pressures formed the
Rockies.

The European discovery of the Crowsnest Pass
is credited to Michael Phillips. He had previously commanded the
Hudson’s Bay Company post at Fort Kootenay, south of the border.
Phillips is also said to be the one who tipped off William Fernie
as to the presence of coal in the Crowsnest Pass area.

The road had so far had seemed almost flat.
Even at the last moment, it climbed only slightly. It was
surprising to learn that the Crowsnest Pass stands at 4,400 feet.
The British-Columbia border arrived suddenly, unexpectedly, and
without fanfare. It seemed an arbitrary point to finish, but all
journeys must come to an end.

 


*****

 


Note on Sources

 


I thank the many authors whose books provided
background information for this journey. In this brief note, I
shall mention just a few of them.

My starting point was Margaret Ormsby’s
British Columbia: A History (Toronto: Macmillan, 1958), whose first
publication coincided with the mainland colony’s centenary.

The details of Captain Vancouver’s expedition
I took from The Voyage of George Vancouver 1791-1795, also titled A
Voyage of Discovery to the North Pacific Ocean and Round the World
(London: Hakluyt Society, 1984), Kaye Lamb’s 4-volume redaction of
material from the logs and journals of Captain Vancouver and his
contemporaries. Volume II covers the 1792 visit to the regions we
now call British Columbia and Washington State, and which Captain
Vancouver wanted to call “New Georgia.”

Dr. Lamb also edited The Letters and Journals
of Simon Fraser 1806-1808 (Toronto: Pioneer Books, 1960), from
which I took the details of Simon Fraser’s journey in 1808 down
what we now call the Fraser River. While Captain Vancouver’s notes
are meticulous in their detail, Fraser’s are highly readable.

For a contemporary account of the province
during and after the goldrush, I drew on Matthew Macfie’s Vancouver
Island and British Columbia: Their History, Resources and Prospects
(London: Longman, 1865). This book was originally published in the
year before the two colonies united. Modern reprints exist.

Other books I refer to in the text are as
follows.

 


Saint Benedict. The Holy Rule of our Most
Holy Father Saint Benedict. St. Meinrad, Indiana: Grail
Publications, 1950.

His Holiness the Dalai Lama. The Good Heart:
A Buddhist Perspective on the Teachings of Jesus. Somerville,
Mass.: Wisdom Publications, 1998.

Bede Griffiths. The Golden String.
Springfield, Ill.: Templegate Publishers, 1980.

Laurence Freeman. Light Within: The Inner
Path of Meditation. New York: Crossroad, 1989.

Laurence Freeman. The Selfless Self. New
York: Continuum, 1998.

Dorothy Maclean. Come Closer: Messages from
the God Within. Issaquah, Wash.: Lorian Press, 2007.

Dorothy Maclean. To Hear the Angels Sing.
Elgin, Ill.: Lorian Press, 1980.

John Main. Moment of Christ. New York:
Continuum, 2005.

John Main. Word into Silence. New York:
Continuum, 2006.

Thomas Merton. New Seeds of Contemplation.
Boston: Shambala, 2003.

Thomas Merton. Cassian and the Fathers.
Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications, 2005.

Benedicta Ward, trans. The Wisdom of the
Desert Fathers. Oxford: SLG Press, 1986.

 


*****

 


Contact Information

 


Queenswood Society for Spiritual Growth

2494 Arbutus Road

Victoria, BC

Canada V8N 1V8

250-477-3822

www.queenswoodcentre.com

 


Bethlehem Retreat Center

2371 Arbot Rd

Nanaimo, BC

Canada V9R 6S9

250-754-3254

www.retreatsonline.net/bethlehem

 


Westminster Abbey

34224 Dewdney Trunk Road

Mission, BC

Canada V2V 4J2

604-826-8975

www.sck.ca

 


Immaculate Heart of Mary Shrine and Retreat
Center

Box 250

1540 Stage Road

Cache Creek, BC

Canada V0K 1H0

250-457-9930

www.rcdk.org/services/IHM.htm

 


Emmanuella House of Prayer

15550 Commonage Road

Lake Country, BC

Canada V4V 1A8

250-766-5333

members.axion.net/~massf

 


Johnson’s Landing Retreat Center

RR#1, S-4, C-31

Kaslo, BC

Canada V0G 1M0

877-366-4402

www.johnsonslandingretreat.bc.ca

 


Marywood Retreat Center

821 Westwood Drive

Cranbrook, BC

Canada V1C 6V1

250-426-8117

members.shaw.ca/marywoodretreats

 


*****

 


How to Meditate

 


Find a quiet place. Sit down with your back
upright. Sit still. Close your eyes and begin to recite your
prayer-word, or mantra, silently, interiorly and lovingly
throughout the time of your meditation: “Ma-ra-na-tha.” Say it as
four, equally-stressed syllables. It is an Aramaic word (the
language that Jesus spoke) and it means “Come, Lord.” It is found
in the Scriptures and is one of the earliest prayers in the
Christian tradition.

Do not think about the meaning of the word.
Just give your attention to the sound of it throughout the time of
your meditation, from the beginning to the end. Whenever
distractions arise, simply return to your mantra. Meditation is a
way of pure prayer marked by silence, stillness, and
simplicity.
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