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and prairie society evolved under the paternalistic regime of the H.B.C.
A half century was to pass before a united British North America
annexed the region.

During those years central Canada underwent a revolution. The
political and economic balance swung decisively from Quebec to Onta-
rio, which experienced phenomenal growth. Ontario was still a pioneer
society in 1821; by the mid-1850s it possessed a buoyant, aggressive
and increasingly sophisticated society. Ontario had a complex trans-
portation structure, a maturing education system, first-rate newspap-
ers, a party system, and an obsession with rapid economic develop-
ment. However, it was running out of settlement land in the public
domain. It was at this precise moment that some articulate Ontarians
became passionately interested in the prairie region. This small group,
for the most part identified with the metropolitan interests of Toronto,
wanted to annex and settle the west; it sought to smash the monopoly
of the H.B.C., open communications with the Red River settlement,
and build a railway to the Pacific. These expansionists dreamed
dreams from the grandiloquent to the funny. “Like the Genii in the
fable,” said Allan Macdonell in a passage not quoted by Professor
Owram, “[the Indian trade] still offers the casket and the sceptre to
those who . . . are bold enough to adventure to its embrace. In turn

" Phoenicia, Carthage, Greece, Rome, Venice, Pisa, Genoa, Portugal,
Holland and Italy, has won and worn this ocean diadem; Destiny now
offers [the Indian trade] to us.” On the other hand they would exploit
the apparently rich prairie trade in sarsaparilla!

It is at this point, the mid-1850s, and with this group, that Profes-
sor Doug Owram, of the University of Alberta, picks up the story of
“The Canadian Expansionist Movement and the Idea of the West.” He
analyses the views of these expansionists, and takes us through the
agitation of the 1850s, the expeditions of Hind and Palliser, annexa-
tion, the Resistance of 1869-70, the redefinition of Palliser’s triangle
from desert to farmland, the push of settlement, the arrival of the
C.P.R., the transformation of the C.P.R. into the great incubus of the
prairies, the pipedream of the Hudson’s Bay Railroad and, ultimately,
the production of a western mind-set that is determinedly regionalist in
assumption and outlook. As Professor Owram puts it, “The great
partnership which was supposed to develop between the metropolitan
centre and the hinterland was rejected by the hinterland even before it
had been fully formed.”

The story of this relationship between east and west is important.
Professor Owram has chosen to tell it through the medium of intellec-
tual history. His work is “not a study of the economics of settlement or
the problems of transportation.” Rather, Owram is “primarily con-
cerned with ideas.” This approach is fraught with both advantage and
difficulty. The advantages are clear enough: “the economics of settle-
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ment” and “the problem of transportation,” hardly neglected areas,
can be ignored, and some unusually interesting sources can be exploit-
‘ed to illustrate ideas about the west. The difficulties are less obvious,
but are certainly important. In order to provide continuity for the
period 1856-1900, we are taken through some rather well-worked
topics. One experiences feelings of déja vu while reading yet again
about the North-West Transportation and Navigation Company, the
Canadian party at Red River, responses to the Resistance of 1869-70,
Palliser’s expedition and the campaign to build the Hudson’s Bay
Railroad. In short, much of the book is not really new. Rather, several
reasonably well known events are retold from the perspective of an
intellectual historian. Other parts of the narrative make a contribution
of a different kind. Chapter Seven, “John Macoun’s Eden,” is a fasci-
nating analysis of an enthusiast’s campaign to convince Canadians that
Palliser’s Triangle should be opened for settlement.

Macoun’s irresponsibility is breathtaking: “ ‘Let a man settle
where he may, between Winnipeg on the east and the Rocky Moun-
tains on the west, and the International Boundary on the south and the
parallel of 60 degrees north, and he will have no difficulty in procuring
food. Should the soil give no returns the lakes and rivers teem with fish
... If he prefers the south he can raise fat cattle without an hour’s
labour . . . Here on an area of 350,000 square miles is everything to
supply a vast population, and all that is needed is a mere scratching of
the soil. . . Want, either present or future, is not to be feared.” ” How
would a bankrupt dustbowl! farmer of the 1930s have reacted to that?
Chapter Nine, “The West as past: the foundations of western history,”
is a first-rate historiographical study of the development of a Manitoba
school of history. However, to generalize this essentially Manitoban
experience into “western history” strains the evidence.

Perhaps the most important weakness in the book relates to
definition. The writings of a very small sample of people were studied.
Many of these persons were promoters and hucksters. How much can
be generalized from this kind of evidence? Can Professor Owram really
justify this sentence: “The East seemed to have betrayed the original
promises of the expansionist movement; in response, many in the West
turned their back on the older perception of Canada and began to look
for their identity in the land around them.” One of the weaknesses of
“limited identities™ historians, and Owram seems to find a place in this
school, lies in their assumptions about. definitions. Differences are
found and analysed, and the result is a limited identity, regionalism or
what have you. But differences are easy to find. In England they can be
found county by county; in the United States numerous regions can be
identified and studied. Do these differences mean much in analytical
terms without companion studies of inter-regional similarities? Is the
regional mind-set in Canada such that it causes the slightest difficulty




113

for the Ontarian who settles in Alberta, or the Albertan who settles in
Ontario?

These reservations are of a general nature. They relate to concerns
about the extent to which intellectual history can be used to explain
much about anything but intellectuals (which is, of course, a perfectly
legitimate enterprise); they relate also the the state-of-the-art of
regional studies in Canada. Regional, provincial and even municipal
differentiation is easy to find. What does'it mean?

A good book should provoke argument and criticism. Promise of
Eden does that; it is a solid contribution and merits a wide readership.

Donald Swainson
Department of History
Queen’s University

Mr. Davin, M.P.: A Biography of Nicholas Flood David, by C. B.
Koester. Saskatoon, Western Producer Prairie Books, 1980. 283 pp.
$8.95, paper.

Nicholas Flood Davin was by turns an ironmonger’s apprentice,
barrister, newspaper reporter, war correspondent, founder of the Reg-
mna Leader, poet and essayist, and member of Parliament for Assini-
boia West from 1887 to 1900. Mr. Davin, M.P., as the title would sug-
gest, is first and foremost a political biography of a man whose career
paralleled western Canada’s political “coming of age” during the late
nineteenth century. Bev Koester has written a perceptive and sympa-
thetic biography of this little-understood political figure; indeed his
accomplishment is all the more remarkable since Davin left no signifi-
cant collection of personal papers.

The driving force throughout Davin’s career was an unfulfilled
ambition whose origins were to be found in the circumstances of his
childhood. Davin’s family background has long remained shrouded in
mystery, much of it of his own making. He claimed throughout his pub-
lic career to have been the son of Dr. Nicholas Flood Davin, of Kil-
finane, County Limerick, but Koester reveals that in fact the elder Davin
was not a medical man, and that his son was christened Nicholas Fran-
cis. Upon his father’s death the young lad was brought up and educated in
the family of his uncle, James Flood Davin, an apothecary who styled
himself “Doctor” and who embraced the Protestant religion for con-
venience sake. Davin adopted both his uncle’s middle name and his
religion, avoiding the need for complicated explanations in later life by
consciously confusing his father and his uncle, and carried with him
too the dominant family trait: “a pride in the name he bore; an
ambition to find his place in the sun; and a readiness to compete for
that place with all the means at his disposal.” (p. 7.)
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It was a restlessness born of unfulfilled ambition which drew
Davin to Canada, where he made something of a name for himself in
1880 as the man who defended George Brown’s murderer. Increas-
ingly, though, Davin was attracted to politics, and his sights became set
upon gaining a seat in Parliament. He had stood as a candidate in 1878
in an Ontario riding which the Conservative party considered impossi-
ble to win. Davin had managed to reduce the Liberal incumbent’s
majority from 800 to 166, but he had not carried the seat and his
expectations that another might be found for him went unrealized.

Davin’s considerable political talents were overlooked by the
Conservative hierarchy because they were only too aware that while he
might make a brilliant member of Parliament, he had already demon-
strated too much intellectual independence to be considered a thor-
oughly reliable party man. The conclusion was obvious. “If Davin
were to find a place for himself in the Canadian House of Commons, he
must first build a power base of his own, independent of the party
establishment,” Koester writes. “With a new constituency in his
pocket, he could negotiate from strength.” (p. 53.)

As much by accident as by design, Davin found that-new power
base in a jumble of shacks and tents which the Canadian Pacific
Railway had named Regina and which was soon to become the capital
of the North-West Territories. He established the first newspaper
there, with funds subscribed by local residents and party benefactors,
became a leading figure in the fledgling town, and realized his ambition
when the voters of the district elected him to the House of Commons in
1887.

Fully half the book is devoted to Davin’s subsequent parliamen-
tary career. From the outset Davin concerned himself with the prob-
lems of the individual settler, and his campaign for justice in the matter
of extending the deadline for filing for a second homestead Koester
judges “. .. a most notable demonstration of his persistence and his
effectiveness as a back-bench representative . . . ” (p. 92.) Wider
national issues—the tariff, immigration, the Jesuits’ Estate Act, the
school and language controversies in Manitoba and the North-West
Territories—did not escape Davin’s attention, of course. His verbosity
eventually earned him the sobriquet “Almighty Voice” (p. 171), but
Koester insists that “he contributed to . . . debate not only his elo-
quence, but also the fruits of a well-stored mind and a determination to
represent the interests of his constituents as he saw them.” (p. 103.)

Davin did not regard himself merely as the delegate of his consti-
tuency; neither did he prove to be a quiescent back-bencher obediently
toeing the party line. His dilemma in balancing the views of his constit-
uents against the dictates of the party whip and his own conscience
emerged most clearly in the controversy over the abolition of tax
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support for Manitoba’s separate schools. Davin had been slow to
commit himself to an irrevocable position, but by 1895 he had come
out in favour of provincial rights and secular schools. However, when
the Tupper government moved to restore Catholic school rights the
following year, Davin voted for the remedial legislation. That vote was
clearly at variance with the weight of public opinion in Assiniboia
West, and forever alienated his erstwhile business associate, Walter
Scott, to whom he sold the Leader in 1895. While it proved to be a
decisive event in Davin’s political career, Koester can find no definitive
explanation for this apparent change of heart. Such are the limitations
which are imposed upon a biographer by the absence of personal
papers.

Davin’s relationship with the party hierarchy and with his own
political supporters in his home riding is explored less fully, perhaps
again due to the absence of any personal papers. He is credited with
considerable skill on the hustings, managing to overcome considerable
internal party feuding and carry Assiniboia West in 1887 and 1891.
Five years later Davin was further handicapped by the unpopularity of
his stand on the remedial bill and by the sale of the Leader. He won by
only one vote, that of the returning officer, but this was a “substantial
personal victory” in his biographer’s opinion, for Davin was the only
Conservative returned from a Territorial constituency. (p. 153.)

Davin’s private life remains largely unexplored in this biography,
save for his short-lived romantic relationship with Kate Simpson-
Hayes, who bore him two children, and his subsequent marriage to
Eliza Jane Reid in 1895. There is also a chapter dealing with his not
inconsiderable literary accomplishments, and a sympathetic treatment
of the events leading up to Davin’s suicide in 1901. Despondent over
his loss to Walter Scott in the 1900 federal election, Davin became a
journalist again for a time, but his heart was not in his work. Nothing
came of a proposed biography of D’Arcy McGee in the Makers of
Canada series (the editors concluded that McGee was not sufficiently
important to merit inclusion), and a trip to Winnipeg in search of
another outlet for his talents brought no tangible results. A chance
encounter with Kate Simpson-Hayes, by now well established in her
own career in Winnipeg, end€éd in disagreement over Davin’s intention
to provide for their children in his will.

Nicholas Flood Davin died believing his life to have been a failure.
Bev Koester offers a different assessment, one which reflects his own
unique perspective as Clerk of the House of Commons. If Davin was
not a politician of the first rank, a Macdonald, a Tupper or a Laurier,
he was “ . . . part of that parliamentary culture that breeds the great
men and as such he shares their brilliance, as they do his, for parlia-
mentary government depends as much upon the institution as upon the
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individual.” Davin’s shining accomplishments were in the House of
Commons, where he was “a voice, not a vote; a mind, not an echo; a
member of Parliament in the very best traditions of the institution.” (p.
210.)

The same can be said of this book. If it does not always plumb the
depths of a very complex and enigmatic personality, it is nevertheless a
finely crafted political biography, and historical scholarship in Canada
is richer for it.

J. William Brennan

Department of History
University of Regina




