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INTRODUCTION 

ELIZABETH TILLEY  
AND MÁIRE ÁINE NÍ MHAINNÍN 

 
 
 
The papers in this volume were presented at the 13th Biennial 

Conference/XIIIème Congrès biennal of the Association for Canadian 
Studies in Ireland, held at the National University of Ireland, Galway, in 
2006. Over one hundred scholars from both North America and Europe 
gathered on the sun-drenched shores of Galway Bay for two days of 
discussion and debate on both the similarities and profound differences 
between the literatures, visual culture, language acquisition rates, judicial 
systems, and issues concerning emigration/immigration in both countries. 
The theme of the Conference was Canada at home and abroad: text and 
territory/Le Canada et ses relations d’ici, de là, et de là-bas, and the 
papers selected for this volume echo that duality. 

Jason Blake argues that an understanding of Canada involves utilizing 
what has become a dialect—hockey—and that a study of the place of the 
game in Canadian literature forms a subset of references that can be used 
to locate the country abroad.  Recreation also forms the basis of Patrick 
O’Neill’s examination of the thirty or so permanent groups of vaudeville 
entertainers set up specifically to entertain Canada’s mud-blocked troops 
during WW1.  No other armies on the Western Front had as extensive a 
program, and the place of entertainment in the battle plan of the Canadian 
army is the focus of O’Neill’s thesis.  Text-based papers include Rūta 
Šlapkauskaitė’s study of race and ethnicity in Lithuanian-Canadian writers 
Irene Guilford and Antanas Sileika. Šlapkauskaitė approaches Canada’s 
literary multiculturalism as part of the postmodern paradigm and aims to 
engage critically in the theorising of the multicultural aesthetic as a form 
of subversive politics and an economy of simulation.  From another angle, 
Laura Ferri investigates the fractured notion of ‘home’ in the work of such 
diverse authors as Jane Urquhart, Alice Munro, Fred Wah, and Joe Fiorito, 
all of whom have remained within the geographical confines of Canadian 
territory.  Robert Thacker examines Munro’s recent use of her Irish 
ancestry in “The View from Castle Rock” and suggests ways in which 
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biography informs literature. This notion of ‘home’ is echoed by David 
Parris who, through his analysis of the works of two female writers, 
Gabrielle Roy and Hélène Grégoire, examines the issue of migration to 
and from Canada.  Julie Rodgers, on the other hand, deals with the issue of 
immigration from a Québécois perspective, through a careful reading of 
Francine Noël’s novel, Nous avons tous découvert l’Amérique. Catherine 
Khordoc provides a slightly different perspective on the same author and 
suggests that Noël’s work is emblematic of the hybridization or cultural 
mixing of contemporary writing in Québec.   Maria Savic presents an 
essay on a novel by the contemporary author Gaétan Soucy, La petite fille 
qui aimait trop les allumettes, with an interesting, albeit troubling 
exploration of the darkness of the human condition.  Coralline Dupuy 
considers the links between French author Amélie Nothomb’s and English 
author Margaret Atwood’s presentations of propaganda and resistance 
through language or its abandonment. The issue of language, cultural 
authority and resistance is also explored by Mairéad Ní Bhríain with an 
analysis of Paris through the eyes of Edouard, one of Michel Tremblay’s 
more rebellious characters.  Eva Darias-Beautell offers an ecofeminist 
perspective on novels by Eden Robison and Gail Anderson-Dargatz, 
arguing that new readings allow a re-evaluation of expectations of time 
and space that will ultimately lead to a rethinking and rewriting of the 
Canadian canon. Nathalie Cooke takes a larger view of the Canadian 
literary canon itself.  Basing her study on a comparison of the canon as 
identified by current theorists and popular surveys within Canada, with a 
survey she conducted herself amongst international Canadian Studies 
Institutions during 2005, Cooke offers interesting conclusions regarding 
the place of government publication assistance, literary awards, and the 
influence of marketing in the creation of what constitutes the list of the 
‘great.’  Declan Webb focuses on minority language visibility in Europe 
and in Canada by examining six bilingual capital cities: Dublin, Ottawa, 
Brussels, Cardiff, Barcelona and Bilbao.  Webb’s study provides a 
comparative analysis of signage, information brochures, labelling on 
common shopping-list items, information on public transport, and so on. 
The acquisition of language itself is the subject of Vera Regan’s essay on a 
comparison between French and Irish language immersion, focusing on 
the difficulties inherent in sociolinguistic competence. 
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Plenary lectures delivered over the course of the conference were as 
follows:    
 
Jane Urquhart  
“Inspiring architecture: how houses and monuments influence one 
Canadian writer’s use of narrative”  
 
Francine Noël  
“Quelques figures d’Irlandais dans le roman québécois”  
 
Robert Bothwell  
“Things that go bump in the night: improbable fears and irrational 
conclusions in Canadian-American relations”  
 
William Schabas 
“Human rights protection in Canada and Ireland: some differences, some 
common ground”  
 
François Paré 
“Canada at home: chronique d’un pays sans domicile”  
 
We were very saddened by the untimely passing of Professor Patrick 
O’Neill on the 28th of April, during the conference.  His paper appears in 
the volume through the kind permission of his partner, Dianne O’Neill. 
 
 
 



CHAPTER ONE 

INVITING COMPLEXITY:  
TEACHING HOCKEY  

WHERE THE GAME IS ‘ICE HOCKEY’ 

JASON BLAKE 
 
 
 

The 1994 National Sports of Canada Act recognizes two national sports: 
lacrosse for the summer and ice hockey for the winter. Hockey, of course, 
is the dominating big brother of the two. Lacrosse is more of a local game 
in the sense that it is not an Olympic sport (too few countries play it) and 
multi-million dollar contracts do not exist in that sporting arena. Hockey, 
meanwhile, is now played on every continent, and Canada’s national game 
is now played professionally in places like Italy and Japan. But regardless 
of hockey’s admirable worldwide market presence, our winter sport 
remains a minor major sport beyond our borders. It does not always travel 
well.  

This middle power status was confirmed recently in a New York Times 
overview of hockey literature. The article begins: “What accounts for the 
marginal place of hockey in the world of American professional sports?” 
(Gessen). South of the border, hockey ranks far behind the big three—
baseball, basketball and American football—in terms of participation, 
spectatorship and dollars generated. This hierarchy highlights yet another 
minor difference between Canada and the United States: although 
Canadian couch potatoes enjoy the same televised sports as our American 
counterparts, we enjoy them in a different order. North of the border, 
hockey is anything but “marginal.” “In Canada,” as Jeff Klein and Karl-
Eric Reif note, “the game is always there. It’s in the family, it’s in the 
culture, it’s in the air” – hanging over Canadian life like a cold front 
(Klein and Reif 1998, 6). And like the weather, hockey is usually safe 
conversational ground. The required intellectual investment is minimal 



Jason Blake 5 

and we can play at being good Canadians just by chatting about hockey 
with our bosses and neighbours. A new Canadian’s ability to talk hockey 
is often regarded as proof of his or her integration into Canadian society. 

This idea of integrating (in the sense of understanding Canada’s 
cultural landscape) brings me to the crux of this paper: the poor travelling 
ability of hockey fiction and its position in the Canadian Culture syllabus. 
The game that obsesses many Canadians is not very worldly. Those facile 
and obvious references in Mordecai Richler to Montreal Canadiens hockey 
greats such as Maurice Richard and Jean Béliveau become cryptic 
allusions in the foreign classroom. Richler himself plays with this 
parochial aspect of our obsession with hockey. In St. Urbain’s Horseman 
an English tax-hound sniffs around in some of Jake Hersh’s dubious tax 
shelters: “I note a payment here of £1,000 advance to one Jean Béliveau, 
script writer, of the Forum Apartments, St. Catherine St. W., Montreal” 
(Richler 1986, 351). Hersh, the Canadian ex-pat living in London, coolly 
replies, “‘That loser. I wish I’d never met him. It’s a write-off, I’m afraid. 
Totally unusable’” (Richler 1986, 351). The joke? Jean Béliveau was 
captain of the Montreal Canadiens and made his living playing in “the 
Shrine,” the fabled Montreal Forum on St. Catherine Street West. 
(Imagine Seamus Heaney telling his Harvard employers he needed a slush 
fund for the “poet Roy Keane”…). But Richler provides Canadian readers 
with more than a cheap laugh at the expense of the ignorant taxman. 
Canadian readers are forced to recognize that even our greatest hockey 
heroes were relatively unknown abroad. In other words, the humour is 
more layered and somewhat more complicated than it appears. Like 
Canada itself. 

John Ralston Saul mocks those who deny Canada’s complexity. He 
argues convincingly that Canada stands out because its “strength—you 
might even say what makes it interesting—is its complexity; its refusal of 
the conforming, monolithic nineteenth-century nation-state model” (Saul 
1997, 81). While it is now a commonplace to say that every nation is 
layered and somewhat complicated, multicultural Canada is even more 
onion-like than most countries. My argument is that including hockey 
fiction in Canadian culture or literature courses can provide a point of 
entry to examining a complicated nation.  

With the exception of Canadian studies programmes, university 
programmes devote limited time to Canadian literature (or culture in 
general). In non English-speaking countries Alice Munro usually has to 
compete not only with Shakespeare and the Irish poets but also with 
English Morphology and sinister Syntax. The same holds true for the 
Canadian element in French departments. As well, the connection to 
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Canada for non-Canadian students is necessarily textual—in the sense of 
removed, or second-hand. For some students Canada actually qualifies as 
an exotic country. Exoticism is wonderful for attracting students, though 
even in the classroom it can lead, “through misinterpretation and aesthetic 
bricolage” to an erroneously “ideal image of a distant culture” (Eco 1998, 
54). Looking at things from afar can aid clarity by providing the proverbial 
perspective, but it can also promote a distillation of cultural knowledge 
into lists of names, especially when the distanced, textual approach to 
Canada is exacerbated by time pressure. Pressed for time, teachers can 
inadvertently feed this textual caricature of Canada by reducing the nation 
to Margaret Atwood’s Survival thesis and focusing on the snowy tales of 
the past. 

Teaching any university course means making tough choices regarding 
the syllabus. The English language is a victim of its own global success 
because all things English must be squeezed into a narrow frame. This 
often means that Canadian (or Australian or South African, etc.) literature 
receives a week or two of attention in courses with names like “World 
Literature in English,” “Postcolonial Literature” or “Other Literatures in 
English.” My attempt in looking at hockey fiction in class is to invite 
complexity, grey areas and shadows in considering Canada, in order to 
counteract what I feel is a desire to pin down nations a little too neatly and 
a little too comfortably. The danger, of course, is that I may be reinforcing 
Canadian stereotypes precisely by choosing texts about hockey, the one 
thing that even the most uninformed student already knows about Canada. 
The goal here is to make a case for including hockey as a topic in 
Canadian culture or literature courses. In what follows I will provide a few 
examples of nuanced or ironic hockey writing that undercuts stereotypes 
and pokes fun at popular hockey myths. Much hockey fiction says: “Yes, 
hockey is Canada, but it’s not the whole story, nor is it necessarily a 
pleasant story.”  

The Canadian fascination with hockey does not mean we play or watch 
the game regularly—or even like it. Most Canadians’ connection to 
hockey is mediated: we watch professional millionaires play a child’s 
game on television. For many, hockey means watching CBC’s Saturday 
Hockey Night in Canada broadcast, reading about games in the paper or 
watching the latest star peddle the latest lifestyle product. Participation in 
the culture of hockey may be minimal or “disembodied” for many of us, 
but even in this removed, rather passive manner, two hockey myths are 
routinely evoked: the myth of naturalness and the myth of community. 
The Big Brother national sport is unavoidable. 
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In Hockey Night in Canada: Sport, Identities and Cultural Politics 
Richard Gruneau and David Whitson devote much space to debunking the 
widespread “myth of hockey as a ‘natural’ adaptation to ice, snow, and 
open space” (Gruneau and Whitson 1994, 132). Water may freeze 
naturally, but deciding to skate around on ice is obviously a cultural 
decision. The title character from Paul Quarrington’s comic novel King 
Leary provides a fresh take on this myth of naturalness and the limited 
viewpoint on which it rests. Leary is a former hockey great, one who 
happily and frequently informs the reader of what a fine player he was. He 
is as limited in outlook as is his Shakespearean namesake (a limited 
viewpoint being a fil rouge of hockey fiction narrators). At one point in 
the novel Leary has to suffer an American professor informing him about 
this game that is the bedrock of his personal and national identity: 

And the lad from Minn. starts talking about the origins of hockey. He went 
on and on about soccer and lacrosse, English foot soldiers playing 
baggataway with the Indians, some Scandinavian entertainment called 
bandy. I bit my tongue, but the truth of the matter is, I never knew that 
hockey originated. (Quarrington 1987, 8) 

When the myth of naturalness is stripped of all rhetoric and told by a 
good-hearted fool like Leary, it becomes laughably transparent: “I figured 
it was just always there, like the moon” (Quarrington 1987, 8).  

The King Leary passage also evokes the myth of community. Already 
by emphasising the fact that the professor is not Canadian (though wintry 
Minnesota has a long tradition of hockey and knows cold), Leary shows an 
us-and-them mentality. The implication is that though the professor lives 
just a few “minutes from the border” that distance, however minimal, is 
important because the dividing line is absolute (Quarrington 1987, 8). 
Here we see a fine illustration of sport as shorthand for a nation. It is easy 
to see the attraction of this. As Eric Hobsbawm has written, an “imagined 
community of millions seems more real as a team of eleven named 
people” (Hobsbawm 1990, 143). Hockey is Canada’s sporting story and 
individual teams provide a more concrete, more easily envisioned picture 
of Canada. The suggestion in King Leary is that, if hockey is Canada, all 
Americans must have something else. The irony, of course, is that Leary 
had never thought about the origins of the game and therefore knows less 
about the origins of the myth than does the “lad from Minn.” 

Of the naturalness and the community myths, the myth that hockey 
joins Canadians from coast to coast and across two official languages is 
the more present. A few rosy quotes that ooze community: Morley 
Callaghan wrote an article calling hockey, “The Game That Makes a 
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Nation”; for television host and journalist Peter Gzowski, it was the 
“common Canadian coin” (Gzowski 1982, 79); Scott Young (author of 
both Neil and a few hockey novels), says it’s “the language that pervades 
Canada” (in Gruneau and Whitson 1994, 3). The suggestion here is that 
we can substitute hockey for that binding dialect or accent we don’t have. 
Mordecai Richler makes the more extravagant claim that hockey is “our 
secret idiom,” something we lapse into to feel more at home abroad, and to 
“exclude sniffy superior foreigners” (Richler 2002, 143), like Yiddish for 
his parents’ generation. 

When I read Clark Blaise’s story “I’m Dreaming of Rocket Richard,” 
about a young boy whose hero on the ice provides respite through dreams 
from a dreary childhood, my class rebelled. An excellent story, its main 
themes of poverty, failure, and alcoholism are hardly seminal or original in 
world literature. Despite these tried-and-true themes, the students would 
have agreed with Richler that hockey is a “secret idiom” and their cultural 
mediator was just reminding them that they were “sniffy foreigners.” The 
few references to hockey and hockey players—though hardly cryptic or 
without context within the story—repelled the students in the way that 
hockey fiction attracts many Canadian readers. In light of such reactions to 
hockey literature among students, the temptation is to leave out hockey 
altogether. Such a decision is easy to justify: sports and games are trivial 
undertakings; there’s limited time in the classroom; spending our 
“Canadian time” on Glenn Gould or Louis Riel seems the more 
honourable and academic option. But given hockey’s overwhelming 
cultural presence in Canada, excluding it altogether would distort the 
picture of what Canada is. After all, more Canadians can tell you about 
“offside” than “repatriation of the constitution.” To avoid just repeating 
the oft-spouted belief that hockey forms the core of Canada, choosing 
hockey stories with a dash of irony is helpful. 

One such story is Michael McKinley’s “Next Year,” about a 
Vancouver boy’s problems with Cousin Dermot from Toronto. Dermot 
gets the story rolling by complaining about the un-Canadian Christmas 
weather: “This isn’t really Canada” (McKinley 1997, 52). Vancouver is 
not Canada because it’s too warm for toques. Dermot believes, like most 
in the world, that cold winter is not the norm but the requirement for 
Canada. And, like many, he believes that Canada, winter and hockey form 
an indivisible national trinity. The viewpoint is, as they say, absurdly 
reductive and essentialist. To make matters worse for the narrator, simple-
minded Dermot is also a bully. Later the bully expounds on what Canada 
is and is not: 
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Montreal isn’t really Canada because of all those Frenchies, and 
Vancouver isn’t really Canada because you can’t skate outside, and there’s 
no NHL team here anyway, so anyone with a brain can figure out that this 
leaves Toronto as your only real choice (McKinley 1997, 56). 

The cousins may hate each other, but they do agree that hockey is the 
only “real choice” of pastime. This may reinforce the stereotypes about all 
Canadians loving hockey and perpetuate the myth of harmony, but 
Dermot’s myopic, badgering didacticism demands the reader’s 
contradiction. In other words, we are warned not to accept the myth 
wholesale because it has been reduced to a tale of sound and fury, told by 
an idiot from Toronto. 

As many familiar with Canada have commented, the thing about 
hockey and Canada is that in many ways the game is so wrong for us. We 
seem to prefer a more violent variety of the game (fighting is not allowed 
in any hockey, but punishment in Canadian-style hockey is fairly light). 
This contradicts two of our other great myths, namely that we are, as 
Margaret Atwood allegedly once quipped, a “nation of door-holders” and 
peacekeepers. As well, though for years the professional leagues were 
peopled almost exclusively by Canadians, most teams in the professionally 
misnamed “National Hockey League” are in the United States—and it has 
been that way from the start. Of the so-called Original Six only the 
Toronto Maple Leafs and the Montreal Canadiens called north of the 
border home. Nevertheless, the NHL remains Canadians’ preferred brand 
of hockey.  

Steven Lundin’s novel When She’s Gone includes the remark that 
“[t]hese days the NHL is more sacred than Canada itself”; that is, 
Canadians seem to worship not hockey but a particular league, a business 
(Lundin 2004, 76). True to its title, When She’s Gone is very much about 
loss, including the departure of the NHL Winnipeg Jets for sunnier climes. 
The plot is as gaudily patriotic as a star spangled banner tuxedo: two 
brothers canoe from Scotland to Wales so that the younger brother can 
have a tryout with a professional hockey team in Cardiff (interspersed are 
various “historical” vignettes about the Winnipeg General Strike actually 
being “triggered by a six cent raise on [hockey] ticket prices” and Louis 
Riel causing trouble because he “jumped [hockey] leagues” (Lundin 2004, 
7)). They are proud Canadians, but they are also portaging caricatures of 
Canada. The narrator recalls how his older brother was arrested for trying 
to steal some copies of the Mighty Ducks hockey film, “not for profit but 
to burn them on the steps of the U.S. consulate” (Lundin 2004, 74). When 
the Anaheim Mighty Ducks became an NHL team, it was “[t]he final 
humiliation of Canada’s game, the theft of our myth nearly as horrendous 
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as some Canadian blathering on about baseball” (Lundin 2004, 74). The 
anti-Americanism here, the common fears of the “theft of our myth,” and 
the idea that only Canadians have a right to talk about hockey, is 
intentionally absurd. The novel revels in doublethink—that balancing 
between rational and emotional thinking that is so important to any 
national myth. When the older brother pontificates about the importance of 
sport, religion and myth, the narrator wonders “if he’s bullshitting me or 
showing his truth and maybe they’re both one and the same” (Lundin 
2004, 10).  

Although most readers will be familiar with the myths of success and 
hockey’s importance to Canada, most contemporary hockey fiction 
actually focuses on failure. Bill Gaston’s novel The Good Body is about a 
Canadian who—not quite good enough for the NHL—went south for 20 
years to sell his services in the feeder leagues. He describes a stint in 
Oklahoma: 

[It was] a strange place for a Canadian to be. […] Strange to be the home 
team here, trying to beat the shit out of a busload of fellow Canadians 
while all the cowboys in the audience hollered. … Safe in the dressing 
room, they enjoyed constant mock cowboy talk. Well-sir, I reckon it’s 
‘bout tam we should take and work up a lather out thar on the frozen 
ceement pond… (Gaston 2000, 118). 

Here we see the result of the more violent, ‘Canadian’ approach to 
hockey. This great national game has turned us into circus geeks for 
macho cowboys in a backwater American town. The sense of foreignness 
is heightened by the funny accents, the wrong idiom. The players may 
mock the locals and suggest the hollering audience can’t understand our 
game, but here the laugh is on the Canadians. Gaston uses a typical 
Other—the American cowboy—not to affirm a positive image for this 
bunch of Canadians but to highlight the dark side of hockey culture. When 
the Canadians leave the dressing room to export culture, it is for the cheap 
entertainment of “sniffy foreigners.” 

I’ll conclude with Mark Anthony Jarman’s remarkable Salvage King, 
Ya!, a novel about yet another Canadian toiling in the United States for 
minor league teams. Drinkwater, the boozing, cocaine-snorting 
protagonist, has been literally scarred by hockey. Now too old for the 
bright lights and millions of the NHL, he is in the twilight of his humble 
hockey career, hoping he can catch on with one last team. As Drinkwater 
considers his fortunes, he remarks: “Kids dream of some other league; this 
is not the one we dream of” (Jarman 1997, 93). At the same time, he “can 
be reduced to [his] wonky knees in wonder thanking Whoever” that he can 
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make a meagre living at hockey and does not have to “toil for the 
Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce” (Jarman 1997, 40). An optimist of 
sorts, despite his dire situation as a professional hockey player, Drinkwater 
considers the gap between childhood hockey dreams and his current 
reality: 

When I was young I had an iron bed and a bedspread with tiny hockey 
players on it, all of them skating upright, smiling pleasantly. Now, when 
the shinpads come off, your eye sees the zippers on the knees around the 
room: let us compare scars (Jarman 1997, 108). 

The surgery-scarred knees do not accord with the warm images of smiling 
children at play or the popular Canadian myths. The reference, I think, is 
to Leonard Cohen’s “Let Us Compare Mythologies.” If so, Jarman 
reminds us that there’s more than one myth, more than one way to tell any 
story, including the Canadian story. To paraphrase Cohen’s poem: “[we] 
have learned [our] elaborate lie.” Perhaps students can benefit from 
examining some of our hockey lies through hockey literature that provides 
a point of entry into examining a complex nation and its myths. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

VAUDEVILLIANS IN KHAKI:  
CANADIAN ENTERTAINERS ABROAD  

IN WORLD WAR I 

PATRICK O’NEILL 
 
 
 
On August 6, 1914, England requested that Canada dispatch soldiers “as 

soon as possible” to fight in The Great War To End All Wars, and, by 
October 14, a total of 31,200 men of the Canadian Expeditionary Force had 
arrived in Britain. In all, Canada sent 418,000 men and women abroad to 
fight in the war at a time when the entire population of Canada stood at only 8 
million. Undoubtedly, when these men and women returned home, they 
changed Canada in a multitude of ways. In this paper, however, I will restrict 
my remarks to the Canadian soldiers who performed vaudevillian material 
throughout the war and the impact those performers had upon Canadian 
humorous writing during and immediately after the war.1 

In November 1914, The Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry, 
privately raised in Ottawa, became the first Canadian regiment to see action 
in France as part of the British 80th Brigade. Fully 1,049 of the 1,098 men of 
the Princess Pat’s had prior military experience, and 456 of them had 
participated previously in actual warfare. The vast majority of these men 
(more than 90 percent) had been British born. During the course of the war, 
however, the Princess Pat’s suffered 4,076 killed, wounded, and missing in 
action, in effect replacing itself four times over. Most of the reinforcements 
came from the Student Union at McGill University which became the main 
recruiting depot for the “University Companies Reinforcing the PPCLI.” 

                                                 
1 It has been argued by Andrew Clark (1997) that what is unique about Canadian 
comedy began with the Dumbells during the war and was popularized by their tours 
after the war.  
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Although manned primarily by British-born soldiers in its formation, the 
Princess Pat’s concluded the war with its ranks filled primarily with Canadian 
university trained men.2 The Originals, as the first English-born recruits of the 
Princess Pat’s became known, popularized the British Garrison theatrical 
tradition throughout the Canadian Expeditionary Forces and made it a feature 
within other battalions, brigades, and divisions, but it remained for the 
university-trained students to place a Canadian stamp upon the tradition. The 
McGill students demonstrated that humorous skits, songs, and plays with 
crude scenery and extemporized costumes were all that was needed to draw 
forth the talent resident in the army, and build up an indigenous system of 
theatrical comedy which they modelled after an English seaside vaudeville-
type entertainment, the Pierrot troupes, and which became a unique feature of 
the life in the Canadian Corps. 

As a unit assigned to a British Brigade and manned primarily by former 
British soldiers, it is not surprising that the Princess Patricia’s followed the 
lead of British regiments and also formed a Concert Party soon after arriving 
in Europe. Organized by Captain H. E. Pembroke, the Princess Pat’s 
Paymaster, the Princess Pat’s Comedy Company gave its first performance at 
the Town Hall, Steenvoorde, in June 1916. After the Princess Pat’s rejoined 
the Canadian Corps as part of the Third Division, the structure of the Princess 
Pat’s Comedy Company soon became the model for other Canadian Concert 
Parties such as the “Volatiles” of the First Division; the “See Toos” of the 
Second Division; the “Dumbells” of the Third Division; the “Maple Leafs” of 
the Fourth Division; the “13th Canadian Field Ambulance Concert Party”; the 
“Canadian Scottish Concert Party” of the 16th Regiment, the “Whizz Bangs” 
of the Canadian Artillery; the “Little Black Devils” of the Winnipeg Rifles; 
the “Y Emmas” of the YMCA; and the “Woodpeckers” of the 126th Company 
of the Canadian Forestry Corps, to name but a few. As well as providing a 
model for other companies, the Princess Patricia officers themselves spread 
the concept as they were transferred to other units. The Woodpeckers of the 
Forestry Corps were under the direction of Lieutenant Archer G. Read, and 
the Dumbells Concert Party Divisional officer was Lt. Col. Hamilton Gault, 
both formerly connected to the Princess Pat’s Comedy Company. In all, there 
were over fifty Canadian Concert Parties operating in France and Belgium 
during the war. 

In quiet times, the members of the Comedy Company were relieved of 
trench duties and given time to prepare new material. The Comedy 
Company’s format was skits, choruses, and plays–“many of them almost 

                                                 
2 Eventually, the McGill Student Union sent 1,239 reinforcements in six company-
sized drafts.  
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daringly personal” –and its format became the standard for other Concert 
Parties in the Canadian Expeditionary Force. The Princess Pat’s favourite 
target to caricature was Colonel Agar Adamson, a man of peculiarities and 
eccentricities whom the men called “Ackty Ack”. Noted for his speeches to 
both the men and officers, he was depicted on stage changing an eye-glass for 
eye glasses, dropping his stick, abusing the adjutant for fidgeting, and 
adjusting a bandage, while complaining to the likes of General Byng (who 
was also caricatured by the men), “Damn it all sir, if your maps are wrong, I 
must have been right in going wrong.” Another of the Princess Pat’s skits that 
was subsequently popularized by the Dumbells in Europe and later in Canada 
began with a soldier wearing full equipment (tin hat, rifle, bayonet, grenades, 
entrenching tool, haversack, pack, water bottle, rubber boots slung over his 
shoulder, and gas mask) shuffling onto the stage wearing an expression of 
mingled gloom, misery and disgust. Pushing his tin hat forward onto his nose, 
he would sing “Oh It’s A Lovely War” in the most dismal possible way: 

 
I’ve got a mott-er 
Always merry and bright. 
Up to my knees in water 
Up to my waist in slush. 
(Wells 1917, 252 and Sweetenham 1965, 146-147)  

 
The routine then continues with the soldier pitching off his clothes and gear 
on the stage as he sought an elusive cootie. Such vermin were a regular part 
of a Canadian soldier’s life, and, as Col. Adamson complained in a letter to 
his wife, the soldiers of the Princess Pat’s once went sixty days without a 
change of underwear being issued. Undoubtedly through routines such as 
these, the Princess Pat’s Comedy Company employed the writing talents of 
their university-trained men to bolster its reputation as the finest Canadian 
Concert Party in France, and to raise the standard of other Concert Parties. A 
report by the Department of Defence in 1919 noted the importance of all the 
various Concert Parties in the battle zone:  
 

The practicality of providing for it in camp and barracks is easy to 
understand, but how it [entertainment] could be worked into the life of the 
battle front remained for this war, and largely for the Canadian Army to 
demonstrate. In no other of the armies on the Western Front did the program 
of recreation assume such a large proportion, and in none was it so potent a 
factor in the maintaining of morale. (Report of the Ministry 1919, 499) 

 
Recognizing the importance of the Concert Parties to the morale of the 

troops, a battle for their control emerged between the Chaplain Service and 
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the YMCA. Because the Y, through a massive publicity campaign, raised 
$4.5 million in Canada to provide services to the troops, the military 
authorities chose to make it responsible for recreation equipment and the 
general supervision of the canteens and theatres, and to make the Chaplain 
Service responsible for formal religious work. Thus the theatres came under 
the general control of the YMCA, which, by the beginning of 1918, had 
twenty-five theatres and cinema halls in continuous operation throughout the 
Corps area in France.  

To provide entertainment for these spaces, the YMCA was given more 
and more control over all the Concert Parties, and this task fell to Captain 
Merton Plunkett who developed the Princess Pat’s idea of the Comedy 
Company on a larger scale. Plunkett undertook to create all-star Concert 
Parties from existing groups, the first of which was the Y Emmas. This group 
was hand-picked from various Concert Parties and, rather than assign them to 
one regiment, brigade, or Division, the Y-Emmas entertained throughout the 
entire Corps. The second major all-star Concert Party that Plunkett organized, 
and the one to achieve fame after the war, was the Dumbells of the Third 
Division. Not only did the performers come from other companies, but the 
material they performed also originated outside the Dumbells. Their two best 
known pieces, “The Duchess Entertains” and “The Estaminet Sketch,” 
originated with Leonard Young when he was a member of the Princess 
Patricia’s (Murray 1965, 9) These two skits would be later revised by Ian 
“Jack” McLaren, another member of the Princess Pat’s Comedy Company, 
whose well known satire Let’s All Hate Toronto was published in the 1950s. 

“The Duchess Entertains” is a humorous skit that depicts wounded 
Canadian soldiers vacationing on the country estate of a wealthy English 
family. Stories and songs abounded in the trenches of the good life that the 
wounded received during recuperation in England. The Fourth Division 
Concert Party, the Maple Leafs, set their famous work, “Camouflage,” in Sir 
Horace’s Country House, while in the popular trench song, “Sure A Little Bit 
of Shrapnel,” sung to the tune of “A Little Bit of Heaven,” a wounded soldier 
looks forward to a stay in England after being wounded: 
 
 Sure a little bit of shrapnel fell from out the sky one day, 
 And it nestled in my shoulder in a kind and loving way, 
 And when the M.O. saw it, 
 Sure it looked sweet and fair, 
 He said, “You’re off to Blighty 
 They will fix you up back there.” 
 So he sprinkled it with iodine, to keep the germs away, 

It’s the only way to stop them no matter what you say, 
 But before I left the C.C.S. he changed his fickle mind, 



Patrick O’Neill  
 

 
 

17 

  

And he marked me down for duty and sent me up the line. 
 
“The Estaminet Sketch” centred on the focal point of a soldier’s life out of the 
trenches. In these rough cafés, the men ate eggs and home-cooked potatoes, 
soothed their nerves with beer and wine, sang satiric songs, and flirted with 
barmaids–as the Quarter Master asks:“Say you marry me and come with me 
to Canada after the war, eh? ... me got a big cattle ranch at Hanlan’s Point.” 
The estaminet was their local away from home, and it became the standard 
setting for humorous skits not only during, but also after the war, in such 
works as Norman Craig’s You’re Lucky If You’re Killed, performed in Fergus, 
Ontario, in aid of the town’s war memorial tower, and The P.B.I., or 
Mademoiselle from Bully Grenay, a play written by four soldiers of the First 
Contingent, first performed at Hart House Theatre, University of Toronto, in 
March 1920, and then toured throughout Ontario. Not simply in the theatre, 
the idealization of estaminet life became a characteristic of the writings of 
returned veterans as they “vaudevillized” their war experiences in prose. 
Thanks to the efforts of soldier-writers like J.D. Logan, Theodore Goodridge 
Roberts, and Will Bird, light wartime yarns became staples of magazines in 
the interwar years. These pieces often followed the same basic formula as the 
dramas. The protagonist, a bit of a schemer, plans to liberate a cache of liquor 
or keep an assignation with a local mademoiselle. He is frustrated by the 
tough-as-nails sergeant (often with a handlebar moustache to twist at crucial 
moments) or the weak-kneed and even weaker-chinned officer. In the end, 
after many hilarious trials and tribulation, the enlisted man with the heart of 
gold realizes his goal, and his tormentors get their comeuppance. These short-
stories were entirely typical of a music-hall approach to reconstructing the 
war. They relied on broadly drawn caricatures for comic effect, and the plots, 
such as they were, often turned on wildly improbable situations.   

Another improbable situation, written for the Dumbells by Leonard 
Young when he was convalescing in London after the loss of a leg, was 
entitled “The Haig Co. Estate Office” (named after Field Marshall Douglas 
Haig). A soldier enters a real estate office looking to purchase some property:  

 
“Yes, sir,” he tells the salesman, who is a Canadian officer, “real estate. 
That’s what I figure is real.” 
“You can’t find a better investment than this, ”the officer says, gesturing to 
no-man’s land. “People are mad keen to get it, you know. They’re lining up 
to get a crack at it.” 
“They are?” 
“They are.  They’re standing in line, all right.  In fact, they’re fighting over 
it.” 
Are the lots serviced?” the soldier asks. 
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You bet they’re serviced,” the officer replies. “Gas and water. All you can 
take.” 

 
The Dumbells made soldiers laugh at the thought of selling no-man’s land’s 
“gas and serviced” lots where so many of their comrades died; and when they 
did this routine, they united the troops through their common fear. Each 
soldier knew he was not alone. The various writers of the routines for the 
Concert Parties discovered that comedians could display comic discontent by 
linking it to group survival. The release of anxieties and grumblings was 
joined to the collective good. By giving comic expression to the Canadian 
soldiers’ plight, the Concert Parties were in fact stopping it from becoming an 
open complaint. The Concert Parties temporarily made the war less terrifying 
for their audiences, and not just by amusing them–other entertainers did that. 
Canadian Concert Parties told the soldiers that psychic survival meant poking 
fun at Fate. Your destiny was not in your hands; God would decide who lived 
and who died. All a soldier could do was laugh at the excesses of the war and 
wait.   
 Although Plunkett was able to recruit Young’s talents to write for the 
Dumbells, he was unable to enlist other members of the Princess Pat’s 
Comedy Company when he formed the Dumbells, because the Princess Pat’s 
were scheduled to travel to London to appear at the Alhambra Theatre. 
Delayed by a German offensive, their tour of England was rescheduled to 
June 1918 when the Company became the first Canadian Concert Party to 
perform in London’s West End. Nevertheless, upon their return and despite 
objections from the officers of the Princess Pat’s, Captain Plunkett 
amalgamated the Princess Pat’s with the Dumbells, who needed its writing 
and performing talents to create a new show, H.M.S. Pinafore, to open at the 
Grand Theatre on 11 November. The work bore little resemblance to the 
operetta by Gilbert and Sullivan, and would run for 31 performances. The 
writing talents of the former members of the Princess Pat’s were then 
employed during the winter of 1918-1919 to create material for nineteen new 
Concert Parties created by Plunkett to entertain troops awaiting repatriation to 
Canada.  
 While performing and writing for other Concert Parties, the amalgamated 
Dumbells discussed a Canadian tour as civilians. Thus, in September 1919, 
the Dumbells began their civilian careers as entertainers–careers that would 
last into the Depression and be revived again during the Second World War. 
They became Canada’s first internationally successful comedy group. 
Although their revues were written for civilian audiences, the critics found 
their trench songs and skits to be the most appealing part of their productions. 
From Biff! Bing! Bang! in 1920 to As You Were, their 13th Revue in 1932, the 
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Dumbells created a vaudeville version of the war, with plenty of light songs 
and harmless jokes. Just like the stories in popular magazines, it was a war 
without battles, death, or destruction.  
 After the war was over, people did not wish to wallow in the horrors they 
had just experienced, but, at the same time, the impact of the war had been so 
great that it was impossible to go on as if it had never happened. What 
resulted was an almost universal willingness to embrace a carefully 
constructed version of the war that kept its importance at the forefront of 
group memory while at the same time downplaying its awfulness. Struck with 
profound grief as a result of the war, audiences were uninterested in a faithful 
rendering of its horrors. Instead, they preferred the war to be softened by 
adapting it to a music hall version.3 
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Silver Tassie.  The social memory would not permit them earlier.  



CHAPTER THREE 

SOME BOOKS THAT TRAVEL WELL  
AND SOME THAT DON’T1 

NATHALIE COOKE   
 
 
 

What is the difference between a bestselling Canadian novel and a 
classic Canadian novel? That a book is a bestseller can theoretically be 
measured in quantifiable, economic, and statistical terms. That a book is a 
classic, however, is much more difficult to prove, and that proof involves 
relying on subjective criteria of evaluation: what readers and critics have 
said about the book, and how often they continue to talk about that book, 
as well as ensure that it is reprinted and available over the years. So I 
should admit up front that this study, which attempts to scrutinize which 
works of Canadian literature have had an impact at home and/or abroad 
and offers some suggestions about why this might be so, does not confine 
itself to sales as the criteria of impact, and does rely heavily on subjective 
assessments of literary authors and their works.  

At first blush, I know this sounds highly irresponsible, but I defend it 
on two grounds. First, objective data is hard to obtain for literary works. 
For example, comprehensive and reliable sales statistics for Canadian 
books are not yet available.2 BookNet Canada SalesData service, the 
                                                 
1 This paper was first delivered at the ACSI conference in Galway, Ireland (2006). 
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2 As Philip Cercone of McGill-Queen’s University Press explains: “Unfortunately, 
unlike England, which introduced a point of sale system recently and whose 
bestsellers book sales are reported in The Bookseller, there is no way to find 
reliable sales stats in Canada or the USA, short of asking for them from each 
author's publisher, or author himself/herself, both of whom would lie to you 
anyway. In Canada a system will be put in place within the next couple of years, 
but it won't go back in past bestsellers’ sales history. Statistic Canada won't be of 






