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The walnuts drop, the muskrats swim in the creek.
– “A Real Life” (1992) Open Secrets

Some of these stories are closer to my own life than others are, but not one of them is as close as people seem to think.
– “Introduction” to The Moons of Jupiter (1986)

The story must be imagined so deeply and devoutly that everything in it seems to bloom of its own accord and to be connected, then, to our own lives which suddenly, as we read, take on a hard beauty, a familiar strangeness, the importance of a dream that can’t be disputed or explained. Everything is telling you: Stop. Hold on. Here it is. Here too. Remember.
– “Golden Apples” (1999) The Georgia Review
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PROLOGUE
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Alice Munro, August 1974


This ordinary place is sufficient, everything here is touchable and mysterious.
– “Everything Here Is Touchable and Mysterious” (1974)



On August 18, 1974, CBC Radio aired a long interview with Alice Munro conducted by Harry J. Boyle on its Sunday Supplement program. Munro’s third book – Something I’ve Been Meaning to Tell You: Thirteen Stories – had been published by McGraw-Hill Ryerson the previous spring, and she was just about to take up a year’s position as writer-in-residence at the University of Western Ontario. The year before, Munro had returned to Ontario from British Columbia after making for herself what she later described for one of her characters as “a long necessary voyage from the house of marriage,” leaving James Munro, her husband of twenty-two years, in the Victoria house where he still lives.1 Their daughters, Sheila, twenty, Jenny, seventeen, and Andrea, seven, were at varying stages of independence and dependence. Munro was worried about how the breakup would affect them, especially Andrea, but was pressing ahead. Her new life involved no real plan beyond leaving British Columbia for Ontario. Alice Munro had decided to come home.

“Home,” despite more than twenty years on the west coast, was still Ontario. Specifically, it was Wingham, Huron County, Ontario – the place Alice Ann Laidlaw had left for marriage to James Armstrong Munro and a shared life in Vancouver at the very end of 1951. She was then twenty years old and had completed two years on scholarships at the University of Western Ontario; he was twenty-two, had a general arts B.A. from Western and a job at Eaton’s department store in Vancouver. Within two years of the marriage, Sheila was born, followed within another two by Catherine, who died the day of her birth; Jenny was born in 1957 and, after a longer interval, Andrea followed in 1966.

Throughout her domestic life as a young wife and mother, Alice Munro wrote. Before she was married, Munro had published stories in Western’s undergraduate literary magazine, Folio, and she had made contact with Robert Weaver, an arts producer at the CBC, who bought and broadcast Munro’s “The Strangers” in October 1951. This was the first of a succession of stories broadcast there, and throughout the 1950s these were complemented by magazine publication in Mayfair, the Canadian Forum, Queen’s Quarterly, Chatelaine, and the Tamarack Review. The 1960s saw more commercial and little magazine publication, with the Montrealer emerging then as Munro’s most frequent venue, and the possibility of a book gradually became real. Dance of the Happy Shades was published by Ryerson Press in 1968, winning Munro’s first Governor General’s Award and, three years later, in 1971, Lives of Girls and Women appeared from McGraw-Hill Ryerson.

To this point Munro’s writing was solitary, personal, private, something she did not talk about nor, really, much share with Jim Munro, although throughout their years together he remained supportive of her writing. When stories were finished, they went out to be considered for broadcast or publication. They often came back. Throughout most of Munro’s time living in British Columbia, as she later wrote, Robert Weaver was “almost the only person I knew who had anything to do with the world of writing.” This changed as time passed and Munro’s stories continued to appear, but for a long time Weaver – who besides his work at the CBC also held the leading editorial post at the Tamarack Review – was, she wrote, “one of the two – or possibly three – people who took my writing seriously.” Yet a writer was what she really was, engaged always in a “wooing of distant parts of” herself, as one of her narrators characterizes the process. That was her “real work.” Yet to the world, she was a housewife and a mother. After Jim quit his job at Eaton’s and the family moved to Victoria to open Munro’s Books in 1963, Alice was known there as the wife of the man who ran the bookstore. Only gradually did the people she knew there learn that Munro wrote – for a long time very few people in Victoria were aware that she had published anything.2

But all this changed in the early 1970s when Munro began her “long voyage from the house of marriage” and headed east to Ontario to stay, going home to the place she started out from. To make it easier on the children, Munro’s leave-taking from Victoria was prolonged. It involved departures and returns – for a time she lived elsewhere in Victoria, going home to prepare meals and be with her daughters. She spent much of the summer of 1972 in Toronto with Andrea, and in 1973, she and her daughters were in Nelson, in the British Columbia interior, while Munro taught a summer-school course in creative writing at Notre Dame University. That fall she was living in London with Jenny, commuting once a week into Toronto to teach at York University. She was also preparing Something I’ve Been Meaning to Tell You for the press.

Something would prove to be Munro’s last book with McGraw-Hill Ryerson. She had remained with Ryerson with some misgivings after a large U.S. firm, McGraw-Hill, bought it in 1970; this decision to stay was made largely out of loyalty to Audrey Coffin, her Ryerson editor who had moved to McGraw-Hill Ryerson. Unlike its predecessor, Lives of Girls and Women, Something offers no pretense of a single point of view – it is an eclectic collection of stories, including “The Found Boat,” which dates from Munro’s 1950s attempts to write a conventional novel, along with some of the most singular, striking stories she has ever written, such as “Material” and “The Ottawa Valley.” The former offers a caustic critique of a writer’s pretensions while at the same time celebrating that person’s genuine gift (“an act of magic … an act, you might say, of a special, unsparing, unsentimental love. A fine and lucky benevolence”).3

“The Ottawa Valley,” the last story written for Something, is the second of a succession of Munro stories confronting the looming fact of her mother, Anne Clarke Chamney Laidlaw, who died in early 1959 after an almost twenty-year struggle with Parkinson’s disease. That affliction had asserted its symptoms by the summer of 1943 (“ ‘Is your arm going to stop shaking?’ ”) when Laidlaw took her two daughters, Alice and Sheila, to visit her relatives near Carleton Place in the Ottawa Valley. As in the story, it was here that Alice, then eleven or twelve, suffered the humiliation of a broken elastic in her underwear just before church at St. John’s Anglican, Innisville. Also as in the story, Mrs. Laidlaw sacrificed her own safety pin, to her daughter’s humiliation, so her own slip showed. Munro focuses on this episode, and as the story ends she steps back to assert that “the problem, the only problem is my mother. And she is the one of course that I am trying to get; it is to reach her that this whole journey has been undertaken.”4

During 1973 Munro also worked on “Home,” most often seen as a story but much more a memoir – significantly, its initial title was “Notes for a Work.” Like “The Ottawa Valley,” it also deals with Munro’s family and shows her willing to step outside her narrative guise to comment directly on the realities and truths she had rediscovered and was trying to convey. “Home” was finished in 1973 and published in an anthology of new Canadian stories in 1974 but was excluded from Something. In it, Munro deals directly with her father, Robert Eric Laidlaw, and his declining health but she also describes her own feelings on her return home to Wingham – where her father still lived with his second wife, Mary Etta Charters Laidlaw, in the same house where Alice had grown up. Munro comments defensively on the life she was then living in London, “a life of a typewriter and three rooms and odd adventures,” a life “incomprehensible” to her stepsister, who lives nearby on a farm. On the way to the Wingham hospital, to which Robert Laidlaw has to drive himself since Alice does not drive, she writes that “we follow slowly that old usual route. Victoria Street. Minnie Street. John Street. Catherine Street. The town, unlike the house, stays very much the same, nobody is renovating or changing it. Nevertheless it has faded, for me. I have written about it and used it up. The same banks and barber shops and town hall tower, but all their secret, plentiful messages drained away.”5

“I have written about it and used it up,” … “their secret, plentiful messages drained away.” Munro decided to leave “Home” out of her third book largely because of her sensitivity over its depiction of her stepmother and father, each still living. But another reason was her own dissatisfaction, she has remarked since, with her intrusions as author into what might be seen as the story’s fictional surfaces. The correct phrase is “might be seen” here because this is a central issue in the art of Alice Munro: her stories mostly begin in “real life,” as she said in her interview with Harry Boyle and has freely admitted throughout: “There is always a starting point in reality.” In “Material,” for instance, Munro wrote, “When I was pregnant with Clea we lived in a house on Argyle Street.” When Alice Munro was pregnant with Sheila, she and Jim lived in a house on Argyle Street in Vancouver; a more recent story, “Cortes Island,” has the young narrator, a new bride, living on Arbutus Street, where they lived before that.6 As Munro also told Boyle, the episode in “The Ottawa Valley” with the safety pin did happen. The details offered in “Home,” from the people and circumstances depicted, to the route taken to the Wingham hospital – the streets named would be either taken or passed when driving from the Laidlaw farm to the Wingham hospital – are factually exact. So too are the circumstances of that story’s narrator: she feels sensitive over the life she was then leading in London – one her stepsister must see as “incomprehensible” with “no work: nothing she could even call work, no animals to look after or vegetables to harrow and dig.”

More crucially, there is the fact of Wingham itself. The town is the place that Munro, writing in October 1973 about a visit made earlier that month (though during the previous summer she also had visited Wingham regularly), asserts that she “has written about … and used … up,” the “secret, plentiful messages” Wingham’s outward signs had held for her had now “drained away.” In one sense this was true: the Wingham of mind and memory, the place recalled from the west coast since 1952, separated by time and distance, in Munro’s previous work – in stories like “Walker Brothers Cowboy” or “Images” or “Boys and Girls” from Dance of the Happy Shades, in the whole of Lives of Girls and Women, and even in some of the stories in Something, like “Winter Wind” – that remembered Wingham may well have been “used up.” Yet in “Home,” back there in Wingham in October 1973, Munro was looking at the place anew, so it was not at all used up, only different.

In “Home” the narrator explains her previous relation to Wingham, and to her remembered home there: “Now that I am living a hundred miles away I come home every two months or so. Before that, for a long time, throughout my marriage, I lived thousands of miles away and would go without seeing this house for years at a time. I thought of it then as a place I might never see again. I was greatly moved by the memory of it. I would walk through its rooms in my mind.” Looking at it now, her mother long dead, “reminders of my mother in this house are not easy to find. Though she dominated it for so long, filled it with astonishing, embarrassing hopes, and her dark and helpless, justified complaint.”7

The presence of “Home” in Munro’s work is crucial as this book begins: it confirms its author’s imaginative grappling with her “home place.” That phrase is Wright Morris’s; he used it as the title for a book Munro very much admires. Returning to Ontario, she found her home place lying before her in 1972–73 as a mature woman in her early forties, having left it a very young woman of twenty. Munro returned home as an author of some accomplishment and renown (especially since Lives of Girls and Women was just then showing every sign of marked success), having left it as a gifted student writer. Most of all, “Home” shows Alice Munro wondering over, and trying to find new ways into, her home place as material: though worried that she may have “used up” Wingham, that all the town’s “secret, plentiful messages” had been “drained away” by her long-distance rememberings, she rediscovered anew her home place, a place where “everything was touchable and mysterious.”
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This was the Alice Munro who walked into the studio for her interview with Harry Boyle for Sunday Supplement to discuss Something I’ve Been Meaning to Tell You. It is more casual conversation than interview, really. And at over forty minutes in length, Boyle had time to meander. A journalist, broadcaster, columnist, and novelist, Harry Boyle was a wholly appropriate choice for the assignment the CBC gave him – or, more accurately, that he assigned to himself – that day. Like Munro, he was a native of Huron County from St. Augustine, in West Wawanash Township – and like her also he attended high school in Wingham. As he noted at the outset, he saw the young Alice Munro in Wingham during the 1940s where he was working at his first job in radio at CKNX, the local station. Along with other Wingham children, Munro performed recitations and scripted pieces on the radio, so she certainly knew Boyle, whether he specifically knew her then or not.

While Boyle is at pains to focus on several of the stories in Something – the title story, “Material,” “The Spanish Lady,” and “The Ottawa Valley” come in for the most discussion – the interview speaks eloquently to the culture of the people among whom Boyle and Munro grew up, and still owe allegiance to, more than anything else. Boyle compliments Munro for her ability to retain, and “celebrate,” “the essential mystery of individuals.” Talking about the culture of Huron’s Scots and Irish people, farmers and others who worked on the land, they agree that small towns in Huron “make a drama out of life. You’re a character in the whole drama.” To this, Munro remarks that “even the town loonie” has his role to play. More tellingly, she recalls that people were encouraged “not to aim too high”: “ ‘Who do you think you are?’ they used to ask,” she says. And while they do not quite exactly agree, both feel that there are elements of the macabre, what Munro calls “a Canadian Gothic,” in the life of rural southwestern Ontario. People were always being maimed in horrible accidents, living with untreated disease, singling themselves out by some excessive behaviour. Borne of “dispossessed peoples” fleeing eviction or poverty or famine or religious persecution in Europe during the nineteenth century, the people who live in Huron County evince both “enormous energy” and, Boyle and Munro agree, considerable sexual repression. They are the people Munro knows, they have provided her characters she has created, characters whose culture is rooted, and defined by, Huron County – this place where everything is both “touchable and mysterious.”

Among the listeners to Boyle’s interview that August day in 1974 were three people who were to have a huge impact on Munro’s life and career. One had already figured in Alice Munro’s career; another was about to do so in the years just to come; and a third brought about Munro’s move back to Huron County to live – a move she has said she had “never anticipated,” and one that proved “a big shock to the system.” The first, Audrey Coffin, Munro’s editor at Ryerson and then McGraw-Hill Ryerson, heard the interview and later wrote that she “heard that Boyle interview on CBC – it was much better than I’d thought – really satisfying.” The second, Douglas M. Gibson, editorial director of the trade division at Macmillan of Canada, later wrote to Munro, “Last week I had the eerily pleasant experience of having my reading of Something I’ve Been Meaning to Tell You interrupted by your radio conversation about the book with Harry Boyle.” Gibson then mentions that, as “Harry’s editor for the past three books,” he has discussed many of the same topics with Boyle himself, and in his letter compliments the interview and Something. Finally getting to the real reason for his letter, Gibson also writes, “I’d very much like to meet you, if that could be arranged.” He says that he’s available in Toronto, but in any case “I’m sure that I could be easily persuaded to visit London.”8

The third, and most important, person to hear Munro’s conversation with Boyle that August day was Gerald Fremlin, a physical geographer and the editor of The National Atlas of Canada. After a career in the civil service in Ottawa, Fremlin had retired to his native Clinton, Ontario, to look after his elderly mother. Years before, when he was a student at Western, he had been among the contributors whose writing had been published along with Alice Laidlaw’s in Folio. Fremlin was also someone Alice had her eye on before she connected with Jim Munro – she tried to submit her first story for Folio directly to Fremlin, whom she thought was an editor, in the hope of attracting his attention. That did not happen, but Fremlin was mightily impressed by Munro’s writing when it appeared in Folio and the next summer sent her a fan letter praising her work. By then Jim Munro was very much in evidence and everyone at Western knew it. Several years older and a veteran, Fremlin graduated and went to work. But for the fan letter, the two lost touch. Yet listening to Munro’s conversation with Boyle in August 1974 as he drove between Ottawa and Clinton, he could not miss Munro saying at one point, “Even since I’ve come back the past year to live here.”

Picking up on this comment, Fremlin contacted Munro, and their connection was re-established. Given the elderly Mrs. Fremlin’s situation, the only way the two could have had a relationship was for Alice to go to Clinton, just thirty-five kilometres southwest of Wingham – back to Huron County, back to the people she grew up among and had long written about from British Columbia, back to the place where her father still lived in Wingham.

Returning home to Ontario in 1973, really returning home to Huron County in 1975, Alice Munro was about to effect a transformation in her writing – one brought on, most certainly, by that homecoming. That transformation, in turn, brought about a coequal change in her writing career: just over a year after the Boyle interview, Munro was writing to Gibson from Clinton, Ontario – he had been persuaded to come to London for their meeting and she was working on a Macmillan book project he was editing. Munro worked with Gibson and Macmillan throughout 1975 on the projected book and, though it was never published, that connection brought her next book, Who Do You Think You Are? in 1978 to Macmillan, with Gibson as her editor. He remains her editor in Canada, since Munro followed him in 1986 to McClelland & Stewart to inaugurate Douglas Gibson Books with her sixth collection, The Progress of Love.

Though she did not hear the Boyle interview that August day in 1974, Virginia Barber, a New York literary agent seeking new clients in Canada, was by late 1975 planning to approach Alice Munro in the hope of becoming her agent. Munro hired her in 1976.9 In one of her first acts in that capacity, Barber was able to get Charles McGrath, a young man who had become a fiction editor at the New Yorker in January of 1976, to have a look at some of the stories Munro had written since her return home. McGrath and his colleagues in the New Yorker fiction department were immediately enraptured: they quickly bought “Royal Beatings” and “The Beggar Maid,” publishing each during 1977. By year’s end, Munro had a right-of-first-refusal contract with the New Yorker for 1978, a contract she has renewed each year since. There have been almost fifty Munro stories in the New Yorker since those first two. Given such interest, by the end of 1978 Munro also had a book contract in New York from Alfred A. Knopf, the revered publisher of fine literary work.

[image: ]

When Alice Munro walked into a CBC studio in 1974 to talk to Harry Boyle, she was already, in Mordecai Richler’s sardonic phrase, “World Famous in Canada.” Her long apprenticeship as a writer concluded – her first book awarded a Governor General’s prize, her second becoming a 1970s feminist cri de coeur – her return home to Ontario begun, though not fully accomplished, Munro had reached a critical moment as a person, as a family member, and as a writer. Having left her life in British Columbia, having returned to an Ontario recognizably the same, though much changed during her absence, Alice Munro was forty-three years old and, really, on her own for the first time. What she had been before in each guise would change, yet what she would yet become was not clear. As a result of the Boyle interview broadcast, Munro made contacts that transformed her life and her career. Moving back to Huron County to join Gerald Fremlin, Alice Munro found her material – the people, landscape, culture, and history of her home place – the same, yet, given age, perspective, experience, and understanding, very different. And connecting with Douglas Gibson and Virginia Barber – each of whom saw the real potential of her fiction – Munro found a way to reach a larger audience. She was still what she had always been as a writer: driven, intuitive, always uncertain about her writing, continually trying to improve it, to make it perfect. That is how she wrote. But walking into that CBC studio to talk to Huron County-born and -raised Harry Boyle in August 1974, Alice Munro took a critical step toward becoming the writer she became over the next thirty years. Writing “Home,” moving back to the mysterious, touchable place she had left behind in 1951, the place that she had recalled, imagined, and detailed in the intervening years from British Columbia, now confronting it anew with its surfaces and depths still there, resonant, Alice Munro had come home.


PART ONE
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Everything Here Is Touchable
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Ancestors, Parents, Home


It’s the fact you cherish.
– “What Do You Want to Know For?” (1994)




Ancestors: “A Better Place Than Home”

The part of Ontario Alice Munro returned to in 1973 was one that her own ancestors had pioneered. Each side of her family – one Scots Presbyterian, the Laidlaws, the other Irish Anglican, the Chamneys – arrived in Upper Canada at the beginning of the great emigration from Britain that followed the end of the Napoleonic wars. As Munro herself has detailed in a 1997 essay entitled “Changing Places,” her first ancestor, James Laidlaw (1763–1829), left Scotland for Canada in June 1818 with two of his sons, Walter and Andrew, his daughter, a grandson, and a pregnant daughter-in-law, Agnes, who gave birth to a daughter not long after their ship had left Leith. The Laidlaws landed at Quebec in August and travelled upriver to York, now Toronto. Munro writes, “This family had lived in the Scottish Borders and particularly the Ettrick Valley – called in the old days the Ettrick Forest – for centuries.”1 The family remained in York for a time before taking up land grants in Halton County, about thirty miles to the west of York, in Esquesing Township near Georgetown.

Among the Laidlaw relatives left behind in Scotland was a cousin, James Hogg (1770–1835), the poet, whose mother, Margaret Laidlaw, was well known for having passed the oral traditions of the Scottish Borders on to Walter Scott. Seeing a letter from James Laidlaw written to his eldest son, Robert, from York, Hogg had it published in the March 1820 number of Blackwood’s Magazine, along with one of his own. Hogg describes James Laidlaw as “a highly respected shepherd of this country, and as successful as most men in the same degree of life; but for a number of years bygone he talked and read about America till he grew perfectly unhappy; and, at last, when approaching his sixtieth year, actually set off to seek a temperary home and grave in the new world; but some of his sons had formed attachments at home, and refused to accompany him.” Laidlaw’s letter, dated York, September 9, 1819, was intended in part to entice these remaining sons, Robert and William, to North America. The father details the differences he has found between Upper Canada and Scotland, much to Canada’s credit, writing of a “Mr. Macgill” who is “a very ricth man, and has befriended me more than all the farmers in Esther Ettrick or yearrow [w]ould have Dun.”2 In “Changing Places,” Munro draws on her great-great-great-grandfather’s letter – as published, and on Hogg’s too – and on other unpublished letters in her possession from some of these relatives that have been passed down to her by her paternal grandmother, Sarah Jane “Sadie” Code Laidlaw.

In her essay Munro details the circumstances of one of the lingering Laidlaw sons, William, his wife, Mary, and their family. They did eventually emigrate to North America, but not until 1836, when they left the Scottish Highlands of Invernesshire and travelled by way of New York to Will County, Illinois. That is, William came after everyone in the family who had gone to Upper Canada years before had given up expecting him, and after his father, James, was dead. William and Mary had four sons, the youngest of whom was a newborn when the family emigrated. Thomas Laidlaw (1836–1915) proved to be Alice Munro’s great-grandfather and her first direct ancestor to settle in Huron County. As Munro details in “Changing Places,” the family was not long in Illinois because William, who had found work on “a canal being built” linking “Lake Michigan with the Illinois River,” died of cholera on January 5, 1839. “He was forty years old. On the same day, no doubt in the same sod house, his daughter Jane was born.” Mary Laidlaw appealed for help to her relatives in Upper Canada and, the next spring, she and her children were brought there by one of her husband’s brothers. So they find themselves “bound to the family after all,” and destined “not to become Yankees as their father must have wished.”3

[image: ]

Munro’s essay “Changing Places” is important as an example of the parallel tracks of Alice Munro’s life, Alice Munro’s texts. Probably no more than most professional writers of fiction, yet nonetheless very precisely and so verifiably, Alice Munro has drawn on the factual details of her life – where she has been, whom she has known, her roots, what has happened, how things have turned out – in the fiction she has published. As she told Harry Boyle in 1974 and has freely admitted throughout her career, “There is always a starting point in reality.” For Munro, those starting points are first noticed, then probed, and then sharply detailed as she intuitively articulates them. As “Changing Places,” a historical essay that offers no hint of fiction, makes clear, Alice Munro is always able, often stunningly so, to take a web of human connections and, by the way her story is told, by finding her way into her material, to discover and articulate its mysteries. Concluding her text, Munro stands back and looks at what she has done with her own sense of awe at the way things are, and with her own understanding of them. This process is described well at the end of “Powers,” in Runaway, when Nancy wishes “not so much to live in the past as to open it up and get one good look at it.” Munro’s method is one of taking some image or idea that interests her, asking, “How can you get your finger on it, feel that life beating?”, because she wants to know “What does this mean, what can be discovered about it, what is the rest of the story?”4 So taking up “Changing Places” at the beginning of a biography of a writer of fiction who, throughout her career, has always placed herself on that very-dotted line between “fact” and “fiction” requires some initial explanation.

In 1982 Munro asked through the title of an essay, “What Is Real?” The same question might be asked of a 2002 New Yorker piece she published in one of its fiction issues called “Lying Under the Apple Tree.” It was identified there as a memoir, but in its first paragraph there is a disclaimer (one that, though written in Munro’s voice, was added by her editor at the magazine) that says “(To disguise some people and events, I have allowed myself a certain amount of invention with names and details).”5 Such distinctions indicate this writer’s methods and direction because, though here writing about something that really happened, Munro imagined “names and details.” They are, in other words, fiction. By tracing in the pages that follow the facts of Alice Munro’s cultural inheritance and life, and by recognizing the symbiotic relationship between those facts and the texts that Munro has produced, this book looks both forward and backward, and both outside of the texts as well as inside them. When Alice Munro wrote “Changing Places,” she probed the historical facts of her father’s family through what was public (the Hogg-Laidlaw exchange in Blackwood’s), through what was private (the letters she received from her grandmother), and through what she was able to deduce and shape herself (the text she produced).

In another instance, “Working for a Living,” Munro published a memoir about her parents that had its beginnings as a fictional story about a protagonist very like herself, a person who left university without completing her degree. That story was finished and submitted to the New Yorker, where it was declined. Upon revision, it became a memoir, and was again declined by the magazine in that form. The first submission was rejected because the editors did not think it worked as a story; they passed on the memoir because the New Yorker had already run too many like it.6 It was, however, published as the first piece in the inaugural issue of Grand Street in 1981. By reversing Munro’s usual method – fiction becoming memoir rather than facts becoming fiction – “Working for a Living” shows how close the two modes in Alice Munro’s writing really are – the cherished fact is never far distant. In “Changing Places,” Munro takes the history of her Laidlaw ancestors as her subject. That essay, like “Working for a Living,” is the exception that proves the rule.

What this close relationship suggests is that when the lives of Munro’s maternal ancestors are recounted – the Chamneys, the Codes, the Stanleys – their factual stories cannot be told without reference to what Munro does with them in fictions like “The Ottawa Valley,” “Chaddeleys and Flemings: 1. Connection,” and “The Progress of Love.” Alice Munro’s own “progress” has been one of using the factual details of her own life – at each stage of being: child, adolescent, young adult, mother and wife, single person, remarried, older person – as the litmus paper of her characters’ beings. She imagines their connections and wonderings, she articulates their feelings, she creates the very sense of being that all humans feel moving from birth to death. It is indeed the fact that Alice Munro cherishes, as well as the fiction. Following Munro’s own pattern, this biography traces her life and career going from the fact to the fiction and back again. Autobiography is imbedded in Alice Munro’s work, autobiography always resonant with fictional imaginings (“grafted on from some other reality”), and she can be seen as always “writing her lives,” the lives she has both lived and imagined.7

[image: ]

Munro’s first maternal ancestors to leave County Wicklow, Ireland for Upper Canada – John Chamney, a distant uncle of hers, and George Code (1796–1890), her dual great-great-grandfather – arrived immediately after James Laidlaw and his family, about 1820. Just how these people travelled to Canada is not as well documented as the Laidlaws’ emigration, but there are possible clues in the historical detail. That same year a George Codd was listed among the Lanark Society settlers travelling aboard the Brock, one of the ships furnished by the British government to carry some 1,200 emigrants from Scotland via Quebec to Upper Canada. Underwritten by the Crown, these emigration movements were a response to the depression in Britain that followed the Napoleonic Wars; in North America, they were a means of settling Upper Canada with loyal citizens after the War of 1812 with the Americans. The Lanark Society focused on settling the area around the town of Perth, north of the Rideau River in what became Lanark County, Ontario.8 An area north of Perth is still called the Scotch Line and, although Munro’s ancestors from Lanark were predominantly Irish, they farmed in an area known as Scotch Corners. It is loosely defined by portions of three Lanark townships – Beckwith, Drummond, and Ramsay – abutting and partially encircled by Mississippi Lake, a broad section of the Mississippi River that flows north into the Ottawa. The name Codd – one of the variant spellings, along with Coad, or Code – was common in the Scotch Corners area. The George Codd among the Lanark Society settlers may or may not have been Munro’s great-great-grandfather, but there is no doubt about his early arrival in Upper Canada.

About 1820 John Chamney, following a daughter and son-in-law out from Ireland, took up land on the Twelfth Concession road of Lanark Township just north of what became Scotch Corners. Chamney – or “Chaddeley,” as Munro renders the name in her dual ancestral story, “Chaddeleys and Flemings” – derives from Cholmondeley and dates back to thirteenth-century Britain. There, and throughout references to Munro’s own immediate ancestors, the name is frequently rendered Chambly, as it is in her grandparents’ published wedding announcement and in her mother’s birth announcement. Like many of the Irish who came to Upper Canada, the Chamneys were Protestants and farmers.9

George Code, Munro’s dual great-great-grandfather, was born in County Wicklow, Ireland, and, after emigrating, he farmed initially in Ramsay Township before moving south into Scotch Corners. In October 1826 he married Jane Morris in Perth and they went on to raise a family of twelve children, among them Ann Code (1828–1911), their second, and Thomas Code (1844–1927), their tenth. Ann Code was one of Munro’s maternal great-grandmothers, Thomas one of her paternal great-grandfathers. Born in Scotch Corners, Thomas Code as a young man went off to Huron County to farm with his oldest brother, Joseph, who ultimately settled in Wingham. Thomas returned to Scotch Corners to marry and farmed there for a time but in 1885 took his family of four daughters – among them his eldest, Sarah Jane “Sadie” Code, Munro’s paternal grandmother – back to Huron to settle on a farm near Blyth in Morris Township. His sister Ann had married Edward Chamney in 1847 and, after a time in Renfrew County at a place called the Scotch Bush, they farmed on the Second Concession of Ramsay just north of Scotch Corners, raising a family of four children – three sons and a daughter. George Chamney (1853–1934), the second son, was Munro’s maternal grandfather.

Edward Chamney died in April 1869 and in August of 1870 his widow Ann bought the first lot on the Tenth Concession in Beckwith Township, the farm just across the road from the site of the Scotch Corners school, which was constructed there in 1871. During 1871 a national census was taken, showing the Chamneys – the forty-year-old widow Ann and her four children, Edward (21), George (17), John (15), and Rebecca (12) – on that farm. The eldest son, Edward, did not marry until his late thirties, in 1888, and his brother George followed the same pattern, marrying Bertha Ann Stanley on New Year’s Day, 1891, when he was thirty-seven. Once married, both sons brought their wives to live on the farm at Scotch Corners; Edward and family eventually moved to the next farm, leaving Ann Code Chamney (who lived on as a widow, a “relic,” as she’s called in one of her obituaries in 1911) and George and his family on the farm on the Tenth Concession. This farm is where Annie Clarke Chamney, Munro’s mother, was born in 1898, and where she grew up.

Her mother, Bertha Ann Stanley, was born in 1867 and was the eldest daughter of John McLenaghan Stanley (1841–91) and Catherine Clarke (1838–83). Of English extraction, the Stanley family was well known in the Perth area – there is a prominent landform there still referred to Stanley’s Hill. Matthew Stanley (1845–1922), John’s cousin and probably his business associate for a time, ran a carriage and wagon business in Perth, establishing his business in 1866 and running it for over thirty years. Although family lore credits John Stanley, Matthew constructed a special wagon to transport “The Mammoth Cheese” that eastern Ontario cheese makers sent for display to the 1893 Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition. (Through the Stanleys, too, Munro is related to George F.G. Stanley, who was a noted historian of western Canada and former Lieutenant-Governor of New Brunswick.)

Some of the circumstances of John and Catherine Stanley’s marriage, and of Munro’s grandmother Bertha Stanley’s religiosity, are the basis of “The Progress of Love” – a story in which a wife threatens to hang herself in response to her husband’s wanton behaviour. Certainly some detail regarding them, and Catherine’s circumstances in particular, is apt. Catherine Clarke was the daughter of James Clarke and Ann Dougherty, who moved to Wisconsin when she was a teenager, leaving her to live with her maternal grandparents, Thomas and Mary Dougherty. Her father and a brother, Thomas, subsequently drowned in Lake Michigan while fishing.

Munro has often said that a basic cultural norm in her childhood was the enmity between Protestant and Catholic inherited from Ireland – the Orange and the Green. The Orange Lodge was a presence and she refers to “King Billy’s parade” in her fiction. An illustration of this legacy in her own family is found when Catherine’s grandfather, Thomas Dougherty, executed a will in 1853. He left Catherine a cow. But Dougherty also left his property to his daughter Ellen “provided she shall not at any time intermarry with any person who shall be a member or adherant or any way of or to the Roman Catholic church or persuasion.”10

Alice Munro has been wearing Catherine Clarke’s wedding ring, one that her mother inherited, since she was fifteen; she also has a sampler her great-grandmother made on her wall at home in Clinton and, in her travels, has located Clarke’s grave in the Anglican cemetery in Pembroke. John and Catherine married in Lanark village in 1866; Bertha Ann was born the next year and, the year after that, a second daughter, Blanche, arrived. About 1870, Stanley and his family moved to Pembroke; the 1871 census has them living in East Pembroke village.11 While it is not clear just what Stanley initially did there, in early 1875 the local paper announces a “New carriage shop in Pembroke, Next Door to Mill’s Axe Shop.” The first ad is signed “M. Stanly & Co.,” so it is a reasonable surmise that Matthew Stanley, who had been in this business in Perth for almost a decade, was expanding with his cousin John involved, and throughout the summer of 1875 and into the fall the Pembroke Observer and Upper Canada Advertiser carries an ad reading “Stanley & Co’s Carriage Factory is Again in Full Blast.” Weekly from the tenth to the thirty-first of December 1875, there is an ad for “J.M. Stanley & Co Carriage Manufacturers” announcing that the company has moved “to one of the largest Factories in Central Canada,” where “they are now in a position to turn out work second to none in Canada, and at rates cheaper than heretofore.” In her own researches, Munro has read these ads (or others like them) and commented that the copy-writing showed imagination and creativity, “a lively sort of ad written with style.”12 John M. Stanley, who had apparently taken over the company from his cousin, most certainly had these qualities; Munro thinks he passed them on to his granddaughter, Annie Clarke Chamney, her mother.

But he had other qualities, too. Just as Munro characterizes the grandfather in “The Progress of Love,” John Stanley drank and was a womanizer. Within the Chamney family, Catherine was reputed to have died of a broken heart. In any case, Catherine Clarke died in Pembroke on October 12, 1883 – on her forty-fifth birthday.13 Her daughters – Bertha, sixteen, and Blanche, fourteen – each went to live with a married aunt, each one a sister to John Stanley. Bertha went to her aunt Nancy, who was married to John Code; Blanche to her aunt Mary, who was married to George Legerwood. For his part, John Stanley left the area and remarried; he subsequently fathered two sons, the first born less than two years after Catherine Clarke’s death, by his second wife, Catherine Kennedy. By July 1888 he was apparently on his own in Seattle. In a letter dated July of that year Stanley tells his sister things are not going well for him, and in response to Blanche’s query that he might visit them, Stanley writes that “it is impossible under existing circumstances, there is not the least probability of my returning [or] of my ever going back.” He says that his life out west “is a little rough and at many times very lonely.” By May of 1891 Stanley writes to his brother-in-law, George Legerwood, of his “sickness. I did not get better [and] have been under the doctors care for very near five months – scarcely able to walk out. I am not able to attend any business.” Though the doctors say he will get better, it will take a long time. He does add that he “is so used to trouble for the last Eight years, that I do not mind it so much after all.” Even so, Stanley ends, “It would have been better for me if I had died when my wife died. I have had nothing but trouble from that day to this – now I do not expect anything else but trouble – circumstances often force trouble – and they have been heaped on me.” Despite his hope for a recovery, none came. John Stanley died on July 2, 1891, in Providence Hospital, Seattle, and, in August, his daughter Blanche received a letter from a Seattle lawyer charged with administering his estate. At the time of his death, Stanley had a chest of tools, some clothing, a watch, and eight dollars. Additionally, he was part owner of some real estate in Jefferson County, Washington, where he had a homestead claim on which the improvements needed for clear title had not been made, and there may have been land in Oregon too.14

This information, based on documents previously unknown to Munro, offers specifics on her great-grandfather’s history and circumstance that, had she known it, may have caused her to change the character based on him in “The Progress of Love.” There, his wife dies and he remarries, goes to the States – and eventually to Seattle – but takes the younger daughter, Beryl, with him. He prospers well enough to leave each of his daughters three thousand dollars when he dies. And that money, and what it implies, is at the heart of the story, since the narrator’s mother so hated her father that upon receiving the money from her inheritance in cash she burned it in the stove. In everything but this central detail “The Progress of Love,” then, is derived directly from the materials of Munro’s Chamney family lore and history. Fame, its narrator, is an imagined character (Munro had a great-aunt named Euphemia, this character’s given name). She is a person more like Munro herself than her mother, who was in fact daughter to Bertha Ann Stanley, the person who trained as a teacher, taught, married a farmer, and was religious. Since her father, John M. Stanley, died near destitute, she had no inherited money to burn, but Bertha must have had feelings toward her father similar to those Munro creates in “The Progress of Love.”

On the first day of 1891, Bertha Ann Stanley married George Chamney, a young man described in the wedding announcement as “a rising young farmer,” at her uncle John Code’s home in Ramsay, where she had lived after her mother’s death in 1883. After completing high school, Bertha had trained as a teacher at the Renfrew model school and then, also according to the announcement, “achieved a wide and permanent reputation as a teacher in various parts of Lanark and Renfrew Counties.” During 1890 Bertha taught at Davis Mills in Alice Township near Pembroke and, the year prior, had taught at the Scotch Corners school on the Ninth Concession – the school across the road from the Chamney farm. There, according to Munro, she met George Chamney. On the day of her marriage, Bertha reinscribed a scrapbook that had belonged to her mother – it read “Mrs. John M. Stanley, Pembroke, Ont 1878.” Beneath her mother’s inscription is written, “Mrs. George Chamney, Scotch Corners Ont Jan 1st 1891.” This book is filled with clippings from newspapers and other publications of a religious nature and other clippings giving instructions on how to be a better wife and mother. Beyond the shared inscriptions it cannot be said which woman accounted for the contents, but there is no doubt as to the continuity between them. Bertha’s religiosity was not extreme; “she was a woman,” Munro described her, “who had kind of taken hold of religion, of an Anglican religion, but very devout. Not fundamentalist, I think more devout in an Anglican way.”15

Bertha and George Chamney raised a family of four children on their farm in Scotch Corners, Beckwith Township, three sons – Edward (1892–1951), John (1894–1972), and Joseph (1900–70) – and a daughter, Annie Clarke (1898–1959), Munro’s mother. On the edge of the Canadian Shield, the farms of Lanark were marginal operations – an Ontario agricultural assessment in 1881 reported that those in Beckwith Township “had heavy clay, sand, and gravel with some flat, rocky soil.” Describing the Chamneys’ situation, Munro commented that they lived on this “hardscrabble land for a long time, but they had not much to show for it. And that was fine, they respected themselves.” Though Bertha trained and went out and “achieved a wide and permanent reputation as a teacher,” she did not encourage her daughter on the same path. Her religiosity was in part about submission to her husband and, in turn, their daughter, Annie, was expected to submit in the same fashion as a point of pride: she was the only daughter of the family, and the only daughter lives at home until she is married. “My daughter does not have to go out and earn her living” was what was thought and sometimes said; but what this really meant, Munro has observed, is that “my daughter has to slave at unpaid labor at home.”16

This was the situation Annie Clarke Chamney confronted as she grew up in Scotch Corners, but she had other ideas of her own. She trained as a teacher at the Ottawa Normal School on money borrowed from one of her cousins, Myrtle Chamney, also a teacher. Then she taught in Lanark before moving to Alberta to teach for several years. Returning to Ontario for two more years of teaching in Bathurst, near her home, Annie Chamney married a cousin from Morris Township, Huron County, and had children of her own. Once she had done all this, Anne Clarke Chamney Laidlaw brought her own daughters home during the war to “The Ottawa Valley.” There, in the story of that title, Anne’s eldest daughter, Alice Ann, remembers that visit and recreates her first recollection of the symptoms of the Parkinson’s disease that would eventually imprison her mother. More than that, Munro recreates the cultural contexts of the Ottawa Valley, her mother’s people, the Chamneys and the Codes: “Now I look at what I have done and it is like a series of snapshots, like the brownish snapshots with fancy borders that my parents’ old camera used to take. In these snapshots [her mother’s cousin, her brother, and his wife], even her children, come out clear enough. (All these people dead now except the children who have turned into decent friendly wage earners, not a criminal or as far as I know even a neurotic among them.) The problem, the only problem, is my mother.”17

This was the last story Munro wrote, late in 1973, that was included in Something I’ve Been Meaning to Tell You. Another late story there is “Winter Wind,” and she had also written “Home” in October 1973 but decided not to include it in the book. In direct and vivid ways, these three stories reveal Alice Munro rediscovering – as a mature woman and writer – the cultural legacies left her by her family in her home place. Munro’s mother’s presence is only the most pressing and urgent one – more distant ancestors, like the cousins in “The Ottawa Valley” or her aunt and grandmother in “Winter Wind,” reveal Munro’s awareness of the web of human interconnection defined by her home place. She began exploring that web in a new way in her stories when she returned and confronted them, still there, in Ontario.
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When William Laidlaw’s sons – living among Andrew and Walter Laidlaw’s families in Halton County – reached their young manhood years during the late 1840s, it was clear that there was no land for them there. To farm, they would need to go to a part of the province that was still opening up, where land to homestead was still available. Since the late 1820s, the Canada Company had been developing the Huron Tract – the lands stretching west from Guelph to Lake Huron at Goderich. During the 1830s, the Huron Road had been cut and made reasonably passable, although by the end of that decade most settlement in the tract was at the western end, in and around Goderich. During the 1840s settlement continued to grow. Land was available – usually in lots of fifty or one hundred acres – for a small down payment and ten years to pay the balance. In November 1851, John and Thomas Laidlaw – William and Mary’s sons, twenty-one and fifteen years old respectively – and their cousin Robert B. Laidlaw, Andrew and Agnes’ youngest son, who was twenty-three, set off to the Huron Tract.

Recalling this in 1907, Robert B. Laidlaw wrote that the threesome “got a box of bed-clothes and a few cooking utensils into a wagon and started from the County of Halton to try our fortunes in the wilds of Morris Township.” They got as far as Stratford and thought to take the stage to Clinton (where young Thomas Laidlaw’s great-granddaughter Alice Munro now lives, more than 150 years later) but “the stage had quit running, until the road froze up,” so the three young men “got our axes on our shoulders and walked to Morris.” They found a place to board near their land on the Ninth and Tenth Concessions and the three set about building a “shanty” on John’s property. In February, Andrew brought Mary Laidlaw, John and Thomas’s mother, and their sister Jane, thirteen, to live. That summer Robert went back to Halton, returning in the fall to work on his own place. James Laidlaw, William and Mary’s oldest son, also came to Morris in fall 1852. During the spring of 1853, James, John, and Robert were building a shanty for a neighbour, “and as we were falling a tree, one of its branches was broken in the falling, and thrown backwards,” hitting “James on the head, and killing him instantly. We had to carry his body a mile and a quarter to the nearest house,” Robert B. Laidlaw continues, “and I had to convey the sad news to his wife, mother, brother and sister. It was the saddest errand of my life. I had to get help to carry the body home, as there was only a footpath through the bush, and the snow was very deep and soft. This was on April 5, 1853.” A common sort of accident during the frontier period, and frequent enough in the logging business even today, James Laidlaw’s death became the basis of Munro’s “A Wilderness Station,” itself the basis of the feature film Edge of Madness.18

As these recollections indicate, Munro is descended from some of the first pioneers of Morris Township. Thomas Laidlaw, who came to Morris as a fifteen-year-old, and initially did most of the cooking for the threesome because he was the best of them at such things, took up a hundred acres of land on the Ninth Concession just to the northeast of the village of Blyth. His land was next to his brother Robert’s, adjacent to their brother John’s and not too far from their cousin Robert B. Laidlaw’s, the farthest east on the Ninth Concession.19 In 1863, at the age of twenty-six, Thomas Laidlaw married Margaret Armour and they raised a family of five children. Their first, William Cole Laidlaw (1864–1938), was Munro’s paternal grandfather; he was followed by four sisters.

In the two-part “Chaddeleys and Flemings,” Munro takes up family material from each side of her family – in “Connection,” three of the narrator’s mother’s cousins visit one summer; in “The Stone in the Field,” the narrator wonders over the lives of her six shy and reclusive spinster aunts, who still live together on the family farm. The visiting cousins are based partially on cousins of Anne Clarke Chamney Laidlaw, some of whom were also teachers; the spinster Fleming sisters on the farm replicate William Cole Laidlaw’s four sisters, two of whom married and one of whom died in infancy. Underneath “The Stone in the Field” of that story’s title lies the body of a hermit, a Mr. Black, “a one-legged fellow that built a shack down in a corner of the field across the road [from the family farm], and he died there.” The lot across the road from Thomas Laidlaw’s farm was owned by a William Black.

In “The Stone in the Field,” Munro offers the following account, in the voice of the narrator’s father, of their family’s emigration to Canada:


But it’s a wonder how those people had the courage once, to get them over here. They left everything. Turned their backs on everything they knew and came out here. Bad enough to face the North Atlantic, then this country that was all wilderness. The work they did, the things they went through. When your great-grandfather came to the Huron Tract he had his brother with him, and his wife and her mother, and his two little kids. Straightaway his brother was killed by a falling tree. Then the second summer his wife and her mother and the two little boys got the cholera, and the grandmother and both the children died. So he and his wife were left alone, and they went on clearing their farm and started up another family. I think the courage got burnt out of them. Their religion did them in, and their upbringing. How they had to toe the line. Also their pride. Pride was what they had when they had no more gumption.



While Munro changes the actual relations and some of the chronology here, the details are accurate – brother killed by falling tree, both children dying of illness, the parents starting over. That is what Thomas’s brother, Robert Laidlaw, and his wife, Euphemia, had to do when their children died in the summer of 1868, as Munro details in “Changing Places.”20 Thomas’s brother Robert was always referred to as “Little Rob” to differentiate him from their larger cousin, Robert B. And Euphemia, Little Rob’s wife, had a name that might be shortened to “Fame” – the name of the narrator in “The Progress of Love.”

Munro’s fictions will be taken up in the pages to come as she had occasion to publish them, yet the presence of her ancestors in the writing that has made her reputation needs to be both acknowledged and specified. What Munro offers by her namings – by using the facts of her families’ histories to pose the human mysteries she probes in her fiction – is persistent tribute to what her ancestors were, what they believed, what they did. For Munro, the facts of her families’ interconnected lives pose fundamental mysteries that she needed to confront, and then probe. In her hands – as in “Changing Places,” “The Stone in the Field,” or more recently, “Working for a Living” – those facts glisten, glow, and become articulate. In a more detailed and articulate way, they are equivalent to this passage from an obituary of her great-grandfather Thomas Laidlaw, published when he died in September 1915:


The late Mr. Laidlaw was born in Scotland in the year 1836 and came with his parents in the same year to America where they settled in the state of Illinois. His father died three years later and the widow and children moved to Halton County, Ont. In the year 1851 he with his mother and elder brothers (all deceased) came to Morris and settled on lots 7 and 8, Concession 9. They were the seventh family to settle in the township. Here he endured all the privations and trials of the early settler, but through energy and with that indomitable spirit that ensures success, managed to hew out a home for himself on lot north half 8 Concession 9 where he lived until 15 years ago when he retired and has lived since in Blyth. In religion the late Mr. Laidlaw was a staunch Presbyterian and in politics Liberal.21



After both children of Robert and Euphemia Laidlaw died during the summer of 1868, they began their family again: they had a son, James, born in 1869, who grew up and eventually became engaged to Sadie Code, Thomas and Ann Code’s eldest daughter. That family moved to Morris Township in 1885, buying the farm next to Thomas Laidlaw’s on the Ninth Concession. They came, according to Munro, because Thomas Code “was a notable alcoholic,” and he “needed to get away from his cronies” in Scotch Corners. “He’d taken the pledge; it did seem to work except once in a while as an old man he’d get hold of a bottle.… The Codes,” she continued, “were Irish Protestants, Anglicans from a different, livelier tradition” than the Laidlaws. Sadie Code, the oldest of the four daughters who were reputed to be the best-looking women in Morris Township, once had a horse named after her – because she was such a high-stepper at a dance. James and Sadie never married – they had what Munro called a “disastrous engagement”; she remembers James as “a fantastically handsome old man.” James and Sadie “had been in love and engaged and they had a fight and very shortly after that” Sadie married William Cole Laidlaw (1864–1938), Munro’s grandfather, in January 1901. In November of that year their only child, Robert Eric “Bob” Laidlaw (1901–76), was born. Munro surmises that her grandparents “probably had nothing to do with one another after that. There was a great tension in that family.”22

Writing about her grandmother in “Working for a Living,” Munro describes the Anglicanism in which Sadie Code was raised, and continues: “Her father had been a drinker, a storyteller, a convivial Irishman. When she married she wrapped herself up in her husband’s Presbyterianism, getting fiercer in it than most; she took on the propriety competition like the housework competition, with her whole heart. But not for love; not for love. For pride’s sake she did it, so that nobody could say that she regretted anything, or wanted what she couldn’t have.” Comparing these people, Munro turns to William Cole Laidlaw and continues: “As for the father he passed no opinions, did not say whether he approved or disapproved [of what his son Robert Eric Laidlaw decided to do with his life]. He lived a life of discipline, silence, privacy.” Compared to others in the Laidlaw family, his own ancestors and cousins, William “diverged a little, learned to play the violin, married the tall, temperamental Irish girl with eyes of two colors. That done, he reverted; for the rest of his life he was diligent, orderly, silent. They prospered.”

More than any other relative from outside her immediate family, Sadie Code was a presence in Alice Ann Laidlaw’s childhood. When she was young, when her grandparents had retired from the farm and were living on Drummond Street in Blyth, Munro would visit them, sometimes for extended periods owing to illnesses or other circumstances at home. After her grandfather died in 1938, these visitings back and forth continued regularly; they were even sometimes noted in the weekly Wingham Advance-Times. After her sister Maud Code Porterfield’s husband, Alex, died in 1944 – when Alice was twelve – Sadie and her sister moved into a house on Leopold Street in Wingham where they lived until Sadie died in 1966, when she was almost ninety, and Maud went into the Huron View nursing home. She died there in 1976 when she was in her late nineties, after Munro had come back to Huron and had been one of her regular visitors.

These two women appear as the keepers of family secrets in “The Peace of Utrecht,” Munro’s first painfully autobiographical story, one she did not even want to write. There, one of the women tells the narrator that before her death her mother escaped from the hospital into the January snow (“The flight that concerns everybody”). In “Winter Wind,” these women loom large to the teenaged narrator, reminding her of ancestral inheritances and connection, drawing her back from the future she imagines away from them, reminding her that “the haunts we have contracted for are not gone without,” as Munro writes in “Utrecht.”23

Anne Clarke Chamney, Robert Eric Laidlaw: “Working for a Living”

“Working for a Living,” Munro’s 1981 memoir, began as a short story but became a memoir. It is a touchstone text in her biography. To write about Alice Ann Laidlaw’s parents, Anne Chamney and Robert Laidlaw, before they became her parents (and William George Laidlaw’s and Sheila Jane Laidlaw’s, too) seems to demand Munro’s own words as beginning:


When I think of my parents in the time before they became my parents, after they had made their decision but before their marriage had made it (in those days) irrevocable, they seem not only touching and helpless, marvelously deceived, but more attractive than at any later time, as if nothing was nipped or thwarted then, and life still bloomed with possibilities, as if they enjoyed all sorts of power until they bent themselves to each other.



The mystery Munro seeks to understand is brought to a particular moment: when Annie Clarke Chamney visited her cousins the Laidlaws, cousins because of the Code connection in Morris Township, her grandmother sister to Mrs. Sadie Laidlaw’s father, Thomas Code, who lived on the next farm. There she met Sadie and William’s son Bob, and also saw the foxes he had begun to raise for their pelts. Munro continues:


A young woman came to visit them, a cousin on the Irish side, from Eastern Ontario. She was a school-teacher, lively, importunate, good-looking, and a couple of years older than he. She was interested in the foxes and not, as his mother thought, pretending to be interested in order to entice him. (Between his mother and the visitor there was an almost instant antipathy, though they were cousins.) The visitor came from a much poorer home, a poorer farm, than this. She had become a school-teacher by her own desperate efforts, and the only reason she had stopped there was that school-teaching was the best thing for women that she had run across so far. She was a popular hard-working teacher, but some gifts she knew she had were not being used. These gifts had something to do with taking chances, making money. They were as out-of-place in my father’s house as they had been in her own though they were the very gifts (less often mentioned than the hard work, the perseverance) that had built the country. She looked at the foxes and did not see their connection with the wilderness; she saw a new industry, the possibility of riches. She had a little money saved, to help buy a place where all this could get started. She became my mother.24



Annie Clarke Chamney – she became “Anne” in 1927 when she married and moved to Wingham – had been born on September 12, 1898, on George and Bertha Chamney’s farm in Scotch Corners. She was the third child of four, the only daughter. She first went to school across the road from her home, in the same one-room school where her mother had taught and then, on her own initiative, she completed high school in Carleton Place. In 1916, through what Munro calls “her own desperate efforts,” she borrowed the necessary money from a cousin and entered the Ottawa Normal School to train as a teacher. Even though her mother, Bertha Stanley, had also been a teacher, Annie’s parents were not willing to support these studies, preferring that she remain at home rather than work away from the farm. Such attitudes were, Munro says, a combination of pride, Bertha’s religiosity, and her grandmother’s deference to her husband. Annie, however, had cousins who trained as teachers – Anna Myrtle, Sarah Margaret, and Rebecca Pearl, three of her uncle Edward and aunt Mary James Chamney’s five daughters. Myrtle was six years older than Annie; Sarah “Sadie,” four; and Pearl just a month younger. Myrtle lent Annie the money so that she and Pearl could attend the Ottawa Normal School together. They began their studies in the fall of 1916.

Established in 1875, the Ottawa Normal School had just celebrated its fortieth anniversary, and in the fall of 1916, in the middle of World War 1, it enrolled 239 students, its largest class. Like most students, Annie and Pearl Chamney studied toward their provisional certification, a year-long course that ran from mid-August to late December and from early January to late June. On graduation, they were allowed to teach for four years before returning to obtain permanent certification. The Chamneys typified their times, since during the next decade almost half of the normal-school students in Ontario were “farmers’ daughters, products of country elementary and high schools. No fees were charged, and the $250 to $300 expense for room and board was within reach of most farm families with ambitions for their daughters.”25 Most female students did not return for their permanent certificate, though, since they married before that had to be done. Women predominated in the teaching ranks and held special sway in rural schools; in 1918–19 – the first year Annie Chamney taught full-time – of 111 teachers in the Carleton West-Lanark East district, only three were men who, given the war, were in short supply. Just one person, a woman, had a permanent teaching certificate, which required at least two years spent teaching and another year at normal school. The year-long provisional course required coursework on the science and history of education, and school management and organization, while students took classes in literature, grammar, composition, arithmetic, science, geography, and history. They also had instruction in reading, spelling, art, singing, hygiene, “physical culture,” “nature study,” agriculture, “manual training,” “household science,” and “manners.” Students were also evaluated on their practice teaching.

Annie Clark Chamney – so her name reads on her records – was a solid student at normal school. History was her best subject, but her performance was sound throughout. In January 1917, her regular evaluations ended when she fell seriously ill and had to be hospitalized, so she was forced to break off her year in order to recuperate. Once she had recovered, Chamney obtained a teaching position at the Goulburn school number eight in Ashton, Ontario, in Beckwith Township during fall 1917 at a salary of $480 a year. According to Munro, the students here “were all religious fundamentalists and quite mad at her because she wouldn’t get saved.” After the new year, she returned to normal school where she completed her course and was granted an Interim Second Class certificate “valid for two years.” The next year, 1918–19, Annie Chamney taught at the Beckwith school number four and lived at Prospect; her salary was $600.26

From 1919 to 1921, Chamney taught at school number twelve on the Twelfth Concession of Lanark Township, referred to locally as James school. During that time she became engaged to Edward James but they later broke up. In the fall of 1921, she moved to Alberta to teach and was succeeded at the James school by her cousin Sadie. That fall she taught in Woodham, Alberta, and the next year in nearby Killam. There is no record of where Chamney was during 1923–24 but the next year, 1924–25, she appears to have split the year between Park Grove and Glenora, Alberta, the first a small community east of Edmonton, the second closer to the city. Of these Alberta schools, only Killam maintained a presence in the family’s history since Munro wrote a cousin that Annie “taught at Killam and one other place (rode a horse to school in one of these places, got engaged and disengaged in another).” Munro also thinks that Killam may have been the only place her mother taught in a school with more than one room – the Killam school was made of stone, with four classrooms. When Munro saw her mother’s picture in a local history, she recognized the last name of one of the other teachers, knowing her to be one of her mother’s friends – “they called each other by their last names, a kind of independent nickname sort of thing.”27

Annie Clarke Chamney came back east to Lanark County in the fall of 1925 to teach at Bathurst school number nine on the Sixth Concession of that township at a salary of $1,000. She boarded with a relative, William Stanley, and his family. One of Annie’s students, W. Clyde Bell, as a ten- and eleven-year-old had her as his teacher during the next two years, and remembers her as “a good teacher and a pleasant person.” Additionally, she had a sense of humour. Bell recalls her telling them stories from her time in Alberta and he also remembers that she had William Stanley drive her to see a picture of the men who had made the mammoth cheese that eastern Ontario cheese makers sent to the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893.28

At some point during her time at the Bathurst school, Annie Clarke Chamney made the trip with her father to Huron County to visit her Code relatives and, near Blyth, met Robert Eric “Bob” Laidlaw. She saw the fox farm he was starting at his parents’ place and, more than its very real possibilities, she saw in Bob Laidlaw the possibility of a life different from that of a farmer’s wife – the life she had been born into and hoped to avoid. In Alberta Chamney had been engaged but had broken it off, and when she taught at the James school she was also engaged and also broke that engagement. Wondering over these facts, Munro thinks her mother was “unwilling perhaps to commit herself to a life she’d known women to have,” the life her own mother had had as a farmer’s wife. She did not commit herself until she met Bob Laidlaw.29
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Bob Laidlaw was the only child of Sadie Code and William Cole Laidlaw, born on November 2, 1901, on the farm on the Ninth Concession near Blyth that Thomas Laidlaw had cleared during the 1850s. He was born eleven months to the day after his parents’ marriage and more than three years after his future wife, Annie Clarke Chamney, was born. In “Working for a Living” Munro treats each of her parents as individuals, but she has more to say there about her father. A visit to him while he was working at the Wingham foundry is key to the fictional version. She begins with an observation about the “notable” cultural “difference between people who lived on farms and people who lived in country towns and villages,” so that “farmers maintained a certain proud and wary reserve that might be seen as diffidence.” She makes clear that Bob Laidlaw, as a person rather than her father, best exemplifies just what she is writing about. When he was a child, Bob Laidlaw attended the country school just down the road from his family’s farm and, Munro writes, when “he had gone as far as he could go” there “he wrote a set of exams called collectively, the Entrance. He was only twelve years old. The Entrance meant, literally, the Entrance to High School, and it also meant the Entrance to the world, if professions such as medicine or law or engineering, which country boys passed into at that time more easily than later.… He passed the Entrance and went to the Continuation School in Blyth. Continuation Schools were small high schools, without the final fifth Form, now Grade Thirteen; you would have to go to a larger town for that.”

In an earlier typescript, Munro includes details later left out of the published memoir, writing that when her father attended the Continuation school, “He always walked into Blyth, to school, with two boys who were his close friends. One was from the Eighth, or Protestant, line of Morris Township; he went on to become a bank clerk and bank manager. The other was from the Seventh, or Catholic, Line; he became a priest. They both found school more difficult than he did but they stuck with it. On Saturdays, before the other two became too preoccupied with school-work, they would all spend whatever time they had left over from chores, in the bush, along Blyth Creek.”30

As this passage implies, Laidlaw did not keep at his education beyond the Blyth Continuation school: “He did what many boys wanted to do. He began to spend more and more days in the bush.” Munro’s accounting for this focuses on her father’s misunderstanding of a poem he learned at the Blyth school; he heard the teacher say, “Liza Graymen Ollie Minus” instead of “Lives of Great Men all remind us,” a misunderstood phrase he years later repeated to his children as a joke. Munro sees this as characteristic, because her father “had been willing to give the people of the school, and in the little town, the right to have strange language, or logic; he did not ask that they made sense on his terms. He had a streak of pride posing as humility, making him scared and touchy, ready to bow out, never ask questions.… He made a mystery there, a hostile structure of rules and secrets, far beyond anything that really existed. He felt a danger too, of competition, of ridicule. The family wisdom came to him then. Stay out of it.” Munro’s memoir is itself an exercise in biography, a tribute to her parents likely occasioned by Bob Laidlaw’s death in 1976 (it was written sometime during 1979 or early 1980). It traces the trajectory of his life through its various phases, beginning with his parents and ending with his time working in the Wingham foundry. An unpublished fragment, intended as an introduction, takes Laidlaw to the end of his life, when he became a writer. Throughout, Munro describes what she here calls “the family wisdom,” Laidlaw’s tendency to “stay out of it.” Thus she writes, speaking initially of the time the young Bob Laidlaw spent along Blyth Creek:


My father being a Huron County farm boy with the extra, Fenimore-Cooper perception, a cultivated hunger, did not turn aside from these boyish interests at the age of eighteen, nineteen, twenty. Instead of giving up the bush he took to it more steadily and seriously. He began to be talked about more as a trapper than as a young farmer, and as an odd and lonely character, though not somebody that anyone feared or disliked. He was edging away from the life of a farmer, just as he had edged away earlier from the idea of getting an education and becoming a professional man. He was edging towards a life he probably could not clearly visualize, since he would know what he didn’t want so much better than what he wanted. The life in the bush, on the edge of the farms, away from the towns; how could it be managed? Even here, some men managed it.31



As Laidlaw was pursuing his trapline and earning money from it, Munro notes that he “never went after girls; he grew less and less sociable.” This, she says, would have pleased his mother who, though disappointed that her only child had not pursued a professional career, would have thought that “at least he was not just turning into a farmer, a copy of his father.” In the manuscript version of her memoir, Munro offers another omitted passage that details her father’s work and his transformation:


Muskrats he trapped in the spring, because their fur stays prime until about the end of April. All the others were at their best from the end of October on into winter. He went out on snow-shoes. The white weasel didn’t attain its purity until around the tenth of December, and was going off by the end of January. He built up deadfalls, with a figure 4 trigger, set so the boards or branches fell on the muskrat or mink; he nailed weasel traps to trees. He nailed boards together to make a square box-trap working on the same principle as a deadfall (less conspicuous to other trappers). The steel traps for muskrats were staked so the animal would drown, often at the end of a sloping cedar rail. Patience and foresight and guile were necessary. For the vegetarians he set out tasty bites of apple and parsnip; for the meat-eaters, such as mink, there was delectable fish-bait mixed by himself and ripened in a jar in the ground. A similar meat-mix for foxes was buried in June or July and dug up in the fall; they sought it out not to eat but to roll upon, reveling in that pungency of decay.

Foxes interested him more and more, though they were not so easy to get. He followed them away from the creek into the bush and out into the little rough sandy hills that are sometimes to be found at the edge of the bush, between bush and pasture, useless bits of land which grew nothing but pine trees and juniper bushes. Foxes love the sandy hills at night. He learned to boil his traps in water and soft maple bark, to kill the smell of metal, to set them out in the open with a sifting of sand over them. How do you kill a trapped fox that you don’t want to shoot, because of the wound to the pelt and the blood-smell left around the trap? You stun it with the blow of a long, strong, stick, then put your foot on its heart.32



About 1925, such experience and his growing interest in foxes led Laidlaw to begin fur farming. During this time he met a cousin, Annie Chamney, visiting with her father from eastern Ontario. Thinking about her parents’ first meeting and courtship, Munro has said that when they met, her father “would have been very idealistic about women.… He was an only child, he had been very shy. People liked him a lot, but he still had led a very kind of solitary life. I think Mother would have seen him as someone with whom she could have had a different life than she could have had” with the two men she had been engaged to. “And she was probably right.” Munro thinks her mother “saw in him a much more interesting man, because he was, and a kinder man. He was very – he was soft-hearted in some ways.”

When Annie Chamney met Bob Laidlaw, their eldest daughter asserts, she really was interested in the foxes and not just Bob, despite what Mrs. Laidlaw thought. An omitted passage in the manuscript version of “Working for a Living” has Chamney thinking, “The other trapping should be forgotten, the foxes were the thing to concentrate on.” During her years of teaching, Chamney had saved “a little money … to help buy a place where this new enterprise could get started.” The two courted and became engaged; after Chamney completed her second year teaching at the Bathurst school, they were married on July 28, 1927, at St. John’s Anglican church, Innisville – the Chamneys’ family church in Scotch Corners. Before that, their daughter recalls, Anne made Bob promise that he would never take a drink and, as long as Anne lived, he never did.33

The wedding announcement, probably written by Annie Chamney, offers considerable detail. Beginning “A very pretty wedding was solemnized,” it notes that “the bride entered the church, which was prettily decorated for the occasion with white hydrangeas, leaning on the arm on her father, while [the accompanist] played and the choir sang sweetly, ‘The Voice That Breath’d O’er Eden.’ She was charmingly gowned in white georgette painted in pastel shades over a slip of white satin with trimming of English lace with shoes and stockings to match. Her veil of white was arranged becomingly with a wreath of orange blossoms and she carried a shower bouquet of Ophelia roses, lily-of-the-valley, and maiden-hair fern, and wore the gift of the groom, a handsome green gold watch.” After the wedding dinner, which was served by “four of the bride’s girl friends, … Mr. and Mrs. Laidlaw left for a short trip by motor, amidst showers of confetti.” On this honeymoon they camped at Christie Lake, southwest of Perth, and returned to a “farewell party where about eighty guests enjoyed a most delightful evening in music and dancing. The bride was the recipient of many handsome gifts which testified to the high popularity of the bride among her many friends.… Mr. and Mrs. Laidlaw left on Monday by motor for their home at Wingham, Ontario where the groom is a prosperous fox rancher and fruit farmer.”34

The home the new Mr. and Mrs. Laidlaw motored toward was one, Munro wrote in “Working for a Living,” that


had an unusual location. To the east was the town, the church towers and the Town Hall visible when the leaves were off the trees, and on the mile or so between us and the main street there was a gradual thickening of houses, a turning of dirt paths into sidewalks, an appearance of street lights that got closer together, so that we could say that we were at the town’s furthest edge, though half a mile beyond its municipal boundaries. But to the west there was only one farm-house to be seen, and that one far away, at the top of a hill almost at the mid-point of the western horizon.…

The rest of the view was a wide field and river-flats sloping down to the great hidden curve of the river, a pattern of overlapping bare and wooded hills beyond. It was very seldom that you got a stretch of country as empty as this, in our thickly populated county.



In June 1927, the Laidlaws had bought the farm for $2,300, including a mortgage of $1,000; it was a property of just under five acres with a barn and a brick house built on higher ground above the surrounding flood-prone area known as Lower Town. Munro imagined her parents as they were about to set out on their marriage, “when they came and picked out the place where they would live for the rest of their lives, on the banks of the Maitland River just west of Wingham, still in Huron County but in Turnberry Township, they were driving in a car that ran well, on a bright spring day with the roads dry, and they themselves were kind and handsome and healthy and trusting their luck.”35

Describing her parents, Munro adopts a rueful tone that reveals her deeply felt and long-examined understanding of her parents’ lives and struggles, both as a couple and as individuals, in the years that followed their marriage and move to Wingham. In 1982 Munro wrote to the Globe and Mail correcting a characterization of her father put forward in a profile of her they had just published, asserting that “my father worked so hard, through some very hard times, and he had some quite unpredictable bad luck. At the end of his life, he became a writer. He was a brave, uncomplaining, tremendously hard-working man.” In similar fashion, Munro tempers her discussion of Anne Chamney Laidlaw’s sales triumph at the Pine Tree Hotel in Muskoka in “Working for a Living” with a chilling sentence, one omitted from the published version: “She did not know what treachery was already underway in her own body.”36 Her mother began showing symptoms of Parkinson’s disease not too long after this triumph.

Settling into their new home along the Maitland River just west of town in August 1927, Mr. and Mrs. Robert Laidlaw certainly did not know what awaited them there – no more than anyone does. Yet looking back from her vantage of fifty years, their eldest daughter, Alice Ann, continued to do what had become her hallmark – she “lifted [them] out of life and held [them] in light, suspended in that marvelous clear jelly” she has spent her “life learning how to make.” It was “an act of magic, there is no getting around it; it is an act, you might say, of a special, unsparing, unsentimental love. A fine and lucky benevolence.”37 These words are especially apt, especially poignant, as they apply to Munro’s parents.

Lower Town, Wingham: “Home”

Wingham is located just over twenty kilometres northeast of Blyth, where Bob Laidlaw grew up and his parents still lived. The town developed at the point of confluence of the Middle branch of the Maitland River, which flows from the south, and the North branch, which flows from the northeast. Joined at Wingham, the river continues south and west to Lake Huron. Called the Meneseteung by the Natives, the river was renamed for an early governor general, Sir Peregrine Maitland, as the Huron Tract was opened. One of two major watersheds in Huron County, the Maitland reaches Lake Huron at Goderich, adjacent to its harbour. At Wingham it encircles the town on three sides so that, as Munro describes Jubilee in “The Peace of Utrecht,” the town’s buildings, and especially its distinctive town hall, can be seen from a considerable distance as Wingham is approached from the south, the river flats opening the view. Lower Wingham – located in a flood plain across the river to the west and south of the town, in Turnberry Township and not a part of the town – was settled first, in 1858. Other settlers followed over the next several years, both in Lower Wingham and on the higher ground to the east, which became Wingham proper.

Initially, Lower Wingham prospered. According to one local history, by 1879 it had “the flour mill, carding factory, a saw mill, three general stores, two hotels and one school.” But in the early 1870s Wingham was chosen as the junction of the Toronto, Grey, and Bruce railway with the London, Huron, and Bruce railway; this caused rapid development there, to the detriment of Lower Wingham. When Wingham was incorporated as a village in 1874, its population stood at seven hundred, and three years later it had almost tripled to two thousand. It was incorporated as a town in 1879. Initially a service and transportation centre for surrounding farms, Wingham developed several industries over its history; the Western Foundry company, where Robert Laidlaw worked after the late 1940s, was founded in 1902 to manufacture stoves; the company offered a wide array of Huron stoves, sold through the Timothy Eaton Company catalogue and other outlets, which by 1914 included some fifteen models of ranges, stoves, and furnaces. Today, the company operates as Wescast Industries. In addition, there was Gurney’s glove factory, a furniture manufacturer – making hardwood chairs – called Brown’s factory when Munro was growing up, and a door manufacturer called Lloyd’s. CKNX radio was granted a commercial licence in 1935, “making Wingham the only town of its size in Canada at that time to have a commercial broadcasting station.”38

While Munro has maintained for some time that her various fictional towns – Jubilee, Dalgleish, Hanratty, Logan, Carstairs, Walley – are not models of Wingham, there is no doubt that Wingham’s geography, economic bases, demographics, and cultural ethos have been shaping presences in her fictional imaginings. As the Wingham Advance-Times advertised, its Lyceum Theatre was offering weekly features when the Laidlaws arrived in August 1927. Hanna’s Ladies Shop later asserted, in an ad keyed to Easter, that “Only Quality Coats Retain Their Appearance” since “Quality, like character, is pretty hard to see at first glance.” A few weeks before, the King Department Store asked, “Have you planned your Spring wardrobe?” and went on to note that “there’s nothing like spring to make a success of your appearance.” Originally a men’s clothing store, King’s had become a department store by the time the Laidlaws moved to Wingham; one of its competitors then was the Walker Store, an Ontario company with several stores across the province.39 Munro would refer to it in “Walker Brothers Cowboy,” and stores similar to Wingham’s occur frequently in her other stories.

Wingham evolved into a centre that in many ways encapsulates Huron County; most people were descendants of emigrants from the British Isles and, in religion, Protestants of many sects considerably outnumbered Roman Catholics. The Baptists and Methodists built churches within a few years of the arrival of the first settlers, and other Protestant groups followed suit before the Catholics built a church and installed a priest. Given this, it is not surprising that the first fraternal lodge in Wingham – with an 1856 charter that predates the town itself – was the Orange Lodge, an openly anti-Catholic organization. There is little doubt that Wingham was a place where religion was taken seriously. Not too many years ago its Baptist church identified itself on its sign out front as a “Bible Believing, Soul Saving” church. For most of its history, Wingham was dry, and it was populated mostly by people for whom virtue came from hard work, who often felt guilt, who were quick to remember a slight but would seldom recall a compliment. Such was the world Alice Munro came to know.

Lower Town (always pronounced, Munro says, “Loretown”), was another place altogether, separate as it was from Wingham proper. Although there had once been real commerce in Lower Town, by the Laidlaws’ time there was only a grocery store there. On the west bank of the Maitland, in the flats area just by the confluence, Lower Town was populated by a disparate population. Munro has characterized the area there as a “kind of little ghetto where all the bootleggers and prostitutes and hangers-on lived. Those were the people I knew. It was a community of outcasts. I had that feeling about myself.” This characterization of Lower Town, when quoted in a newspaper article, brought Munro considerable criticism around Wingham in 1981, yet there is no doubt that her memories, and her characterizations, are accurate. Most of the houses in Lower Town – and especially those closer to the river – were rented (owned largely by better-off people who lived in Wingham). Every year the Maitland flooded, and stories in the Wingham Advance-Times dealt with these annual floods in a resigned way: “The flats, of course, were completely inundated.… In Lower Town the agricultural grounds were completely covered, the water being about three feet deep around the building nearest the river.”40 Farther west from the area most often affected by this flooding and living in a house set on relatively higher ground, the Laidlaws were only mildly inconvenienced by these floods, since they were cut off from their most direct route to Wingham. But there can be little doubt that those who lived in Lower Town nearer the confluence, those the Laidlaws had to pass on their way to town, were just the sort of people Munro said they were, since people of greater means would not have chosen to live there.

When she spoke to Harry Boyle in 1974, Munro commented on what she called “a Canadian Gothic” aspect to life of rural southwestern Ontario throughout her own time there and still present in 1974. If one examines the Advance-Times literally at random during the years Munro lived in the family home, stories confirming the sorts of occurrences she has used in her stories are frequent. Some examples: “Howick Baby Scalded to Death.… The 18-months-old baby pulled a pail of boiling water off the table, the water spilling over his entire body, scalding him badly” (March 23, 1939). Or “Hand Nearly Severed.… His hand came into contact with the saw, which bit into his wrist, slicing three-quarters of the way through and severing bones, tendons and nerves” (March 23, 1939). Or “Recluse Dies” and “Lamb Born With 7 Legs and 2 Tails”; these are offered above and below “Will Be Presented to the Queen” (April 27, 1939). “George Magee Found Dead in His Barn” (December 21, 1939). And, finally, on the same page that announces the Wingham school promotions, including Alice Laidlaw’s promotion to Grade 8, there is “Six-Year-Old Child Was Badly Burned” (July 1, 1943).

Such facts confirm the world the Laidlaws were moving into when they set up housekeeping along the Maitland River west of Wingham in 1927. It is the place Munro has most remembered from her years living there, from 1931 to 1949. This stretch along the Maitland by the Laidlaws’ farm is a real place certainly, but more significantly it is the place that has fed Alice Munro’s imagination since she began writing there during her teenage years, and she has drawn on it ever since – an “ordinary place,” her own site for her imaginings, it “is sufficient, everything here touchable and mysterious.” This place – Munro’s own “home place” – is multifaceted, made up of a specific physical and cultural geography, the surrounding society populated by the people Munro knew, or knew of, and infused with the culture she herself came to own, embody, and understand. And the acculturation Munro experienced was one in which her ancestors – Irish Anglicans and Scots Presbyterians alike – maintained a presence through their particular histories. Her writing derives almost wholly from that “little stretch” along the Meneseteung / Maitland River, from the surrounding Lower Town, from Wingham and Huron County more generally.

“A place that ever was lived in is like a fire that never goes out,” wrote Eudora Welty, one of Munro’s avowed influences. Munro’s home place is just such a place – one still populated by the felt presences of people named Chamney, Code, Laidlaw, and Stanley, as well as others. The place Munro has lived in for most of her life – Huron County – is emphatically “like a fire that never goes out.” It is the place Alice Munro cherishes, the one from which she has fashioned her fictions, one that still burns.41
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“Particularly Clear and Important to Me”

Lower Town and Wingham, 1931–1949


There are few pleasures in writing to equal that of creating your town.… Solitary and meshed, these lives are, buried and celebrated.
– “An Open Letter from Alice Munro” (1974)



In 1974, Alice Munro wrote “An Open Letter” for the inaugural issue of Jubilee, a short-lived publication from Gorrie, Ontario, a village east of Wingham. Named after Munro’s own fictional town, and carrying on its cover an image of Wingham’s leading civic structures – its post office and town hall – Jubilee was a celebration of Munro’s work and the small-town ethos. She initially began using Jubilee as a town name during the 1950s and some references were included in her first book, Dance of the Happy Shades, but the town of that name was used most extensively as Del Jordan’s home place in Lives of Girls and Women. When in December 1970 Munro sent the manuscript of that book to her Ryerson Press editor, Audrey Coffin, the title she gave it was Real Life. In her open letter, she writes: “When I was quite young I got a feeling about Wingham – the town, of course, from which Jubilee has come – which is only possible for a child and an outsider. I was an outsider; I came into town every day to go to school, but I didn’t belong there. So everything seemed a bit foreign, and particularly clear and important to me. Some houses were mean and threatening, some splendid, showing many urban refinements of life. Certain store-fronts, corners, even sections of sidewalk, took on a powerful, not easily defined, significance. It is not too much to say that every block in that town has some sort of emotional atmosphere for me, and from the pressure of this atmosphere came at last the fictional place: Jubilee.”

Of Munro’s various unused titles, Real Life is her most evocative. These two words conclude the “Baptizing” section of Lives, where Del achieves her most powerful epiphany – her rejection of Garnet French’s attempt to dominate her – encapsulating that new understanding within herself. But more broadly, Real Life defines the essential feeling that Munro creates within and through her fiction: that what a reader reads here is not fiction, that this is real life – these events really happened. Or, at the very least, Munro makes her reader feel as if they did. Alluding in her open letter to other mythic towns found in fiction – among them Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio, Eudora Welty’s Morgana, Mississippi, and Margaret Laurence’s Manawaka, Manitoba – Munro asserts just what she is about in her creation of Jubilee: “There are few pleasures in writing to equal that of creating your town, exploring the pattern of it, feeling all those lives, and streets, and hidden rooms and histories, coming to light, seeing all the ceremonies and attitudes and memories in your power. Solitary and meshed, these lives are, buried and celebrated.”1

Real Life and Munro’s creation of her own town; her remembered feelings as a child in Wingham, feelings of mystery and feelings of threat; her sense of herself as an outsider, a person from Lower Town – each of these characterizations suggests the complexity of her relation with Wingham, and the inextricable connection between her own life and her fiction. From memories of being in Lower Wingham, growing up there amid its curious circumstances, smells, sights, and people, Munro fashioned fictions derived from that “real life.” Alice Munro’s relationship with Lower Wingham and with Wingham, set within the cultural contexts of Huron County, has been deep and continuing throughout her career.

Childhood, Lower Town School, and Family Connections

That relationship began on July 10, 1931. The next Thursday, the Wingham Advance-Times announced the birth: “Laidlaw – In Wingham General Hospital on Friday, July 10th, to Mr. and Mrs. R.E. Laidlaw, a daughter – Alice Ann.” She was named after her mother’s dearest friend, Alice Mary Thompson, from the Ottawa Valley. In the fall, the Laidlaws had their daughter christened at the United Church in Wingham. As Catherine Sheldrick Ross, Munro’s first biographer, has observed, she initially “lived the life of a sheltered, cherished only child.” Munro’s brother, William George, was born a few months before her fifth birthday, on March 13, 1936, and their sister, Sheila Jane, arrived the year after that, on April 1. Munro recalls wondering if news of her sister’s birth was her father’s April Fool’s joke – it seemed to her that her brother had only just turned up.2

Munro’s first memories derive from this time as the only child, for she remembers a trip she made with her mother to Scotch Corners sometime in 1934, when she was about three. This was one of two trips the two made there when Munro was very young. When she was about a year old, George Chamney had visited the Laidlaws in Wingham, without his wife, probably because he was ill – it was the last time he saw his daughter. He died in March 1934. By then Bertha Stanley Chamney had for some time been suffering from cancer; she was gone in less than a year after her husband’s death. Visiting Scotch Corners in 1934, Munro had shared a bed with her grandmother there; more precisely, she recalls being with and watching her uncle Joe Chamney feed pigs: “I remember standing – I was too small to look over the wall of the pig-pen, but I had climbed up on the boards, and I was peering over, watching my uncle feed the pigs.”3

And in “Home” Munro uses another memory from about this time, one occurring in the barn in Lower Wingham, a memory that she fictionalizes as “the setting of the first scene I can establish as a true memory in my life. There is a flight of wooden steps going up to the loft.…” This passage is in italics as Munro’s authorial comment on what she had written in the story proper. She continues:


In the scene I remember I am sitting on one of the bottom steps watching my father milk the black and white cow. That is how I can always date the scene. The black and white cow died of pneumonia in the bad winter, which was nineteen thirty-five; such an expensive loss is not hard to remember. And since in my memory I am wearing warm clothes, something like a woolen coat and leggings, and there is a lantern hanging on a nail beside the stall, it is probably the fall, late fall or early winter of that year.

The lantern hangs on the nail. The black and white cow seems remarkably large and shiny, at least in comparison with the red cow, a very muddy red cow, her survivor, in the next stall. My father sits on a three-legged milking stool, in the cow’s shadow. I can get the rhythm of the milk going into the pail, but not quite the sound: something hard and light, like hailstones. Outside the small area of the stable lit by a lantern are the shaggy walls of stored hay, cobwebs, brutal tools hanging out of reach. Outside that, the dark of these country nights which I am always now surprised to rediscover, and the cold which even then must have been building into the cold of that extraordinary winter, which killed all the chestnut trees, and many orchards.4



In “Home,” which among other things is another meditation on her father, Munro unites herself with him in a single image she imaginatively calls “the setting of the first scene I can establish as a true memory in my life.” Thus, she suggests the way her parents – father and mother each – moved through her memory and, eventually, through her fiction. With occasional exceptions such as “Boys and Girls” and “Walker Brothers Cowboy,” Munro has largely left her siblings out of her fictionalized memories, yet Anne and Bob Laidlaw, and the family life they made in Wingham after their marriage in 1927, became presences to whom Munro returned again and again.

In “Walker Brothers Cowboy,” one of the three stories Munro wrote over the winter of 1967–1968 in response to her Ryerson editor’s request for three more stories to round out Dance of the Happy Shades, she offers parents probably based to some considerable degree on the differing personalities of Bob and Anne Laidlaw. Although Ben Jordan’s circumstances in the story are largely invented, there is no doubt that his casual demeanour with his children owes a great deal to Bob Laidlaw. More pointedly, Munro creates in the mother a character who closely resembles Anne Laidlaw.

Once they had settled into their new home in Lower Town, with the fur farm established there and growing, Anne Laidlaw set about achieving the middle-class life to which she aspired. Having been born in self-respecting rural poverty in Scotch Corners, having through her own “desperate efforts” moved away and become a teacher, both in Lanark County and in Alberta, Anne Laidlaw naturally aspired toward Wingham and away from Lower Town. Thus Munro characterizes the narrator’s mother in “Walker Brothers Cowboy” in terms that owe much to her own experience as her mother’s child: “She walks serenely like a lady shopping, like a lady shopping, past the housewives in loose beltless dresses torn under the arms. With me her creation, wretched curls and flaunting hair bow, scrubbed knees and white socks – all I do not want to be.” Recalling her years as the only child, Munro has said she was “the object of my mother’s care in a role” that her brother and sister were not. “And her care was in shaping a person. Not the person that I wanted to be. I think that was always the conflict between us.… She wanted me to be smart, but a good person and the kind of person who was both socially and intellectually successful and was nice.”5

Heading from their house to Wingham, or even to the grocery in Lower Wingham, the two would have had a walk of about a kilometre, past most of Lower Town’s houses, which were more numerous closer to the river and the bridge to town. The grocery, then called the Lower Town Store, was located by the river and near the Turnberry agricultural grounds. “Uptown” Wingham – the area along Josephine Street where most of its stores were – was about twice as far from the Laidlaws’. Once Munro started school, this was the same route she walked to school and back, first to the Lower Town School by the store and the river and then, after two years there, across the bridge to Wingham to first its public and then its high school.

The Laidlaws’ house was built in the 1870s when Lower Wingham and Wingham were still competing as local centres. It is made of brick and is still occupied now, over 130 years later. When the Laidlaws lived there it had two bedrooms upstairs, the stairs running up between the walls from a landing two steps up from the dining room; the dining room was on the house’s north side, the living room on the south, to the right as you approached the front door. Behind the living and dining rooms was the kitchen. There was no indoor plumbing until the mid-1940s, when a bathroom was added upstairs.

The farm itself was something of an island, set off by itself between the end of the Lower Town road and the river. The road was north of the house; to the east was a large open field; to the south was the river, a river flat, and a high bank above; to the west, the direction in which the house faces, was “such a wonderful view of the landscape.” Munro has said, “You saw the hills. Some were treed, some were bare, and you couldn’t see another building except Roly Grain’s farmhouse,” off in the distance. To the south of the house was a barn, “toward the river, but the way the river is there’s a river flat – this was because there was a spillway and then there’s the bank of the river, which is quite pronounced.” Between the barn and river, the fox pens were built on the ridge running parallel to the river, behind them a sharp drop of about thirty metres down to the river flat, and “all that land down there was pasture for whatever horses we were keeping and the cow.” The fox pens were quite extensive, housing upwards of two hundred animals at various times, a world to itself with its own sounds and smells.6 The closest neighbours were the Cruikshanks, who lived across the Lower Town road, now called Turnberry Street.

Once Anne and Bob Laidlaw took possession in 1927, they set about making it their own, working toward the prosperity asserted in their wedding announcement. Bob built the fox pens. He planted walnut trees between the house and the barn (“the walnuts drop, the muskrats swim in the creek”), and pine trees to the west as a windbreak – “Dad planted it and it’s in the old pictures when they were just new and I’m a baby, so I think they were planted the same year I was born.” They cultivated a vegetable garden between the house and the road and, in the field to the east, they grew hay: “We had to have hay for the animals.” Inside, Bob Laidlaw built the fireplace in the living room and, for her part, Anne painted the floors and, Munro has said, even painted the linoleum to look like a rug, which they could not afford.7 Remembering this house, or one very much like it, in “Home,” Munro writes:


Now that I am living a hundred miles away I come home every two months or so. Before that, for a long time, throughout my marriage, I lived thousands of miles away and would go without seeing this house for years at a time. I thought of it as a place I might never see again. I was greatly moved by the memory of it. I would walk through its rooms in my mind. All the rooms are small, and as usual in farmhouses, they are not designed to take advantage of the out-of-doors, but if possible to ignore it. People who worked in the fields all day may have sensibly decided that at other times they did not want to look at them.

In my mind, then I could see the kitchen ceiling made of narrow, smoke-stained, tongue-and-groove boards, and the frame of one of the kitchen windows gnawed by a dog that had been shut in all night, before my time. The wallpaper in the front rooms was palely splotched by a leaky chimney. The floors were of wide boards which my mother painted green or brown or yellow every spring; the middle was a square of linoleum, tacks and a tin strip holding it down.



Summing up, Munro calls it “a poor man’s house, always, with the stairs going up between the walls” – that is, built in the simplest way. “A house where people have lived close to the bone for a hundred years.”8

Along with her first memories, Munro made one of her earliest friends when she was three: Mary Ross, who was just about the same age. Her father, Dr. George Ross, was one of Wingham’s three dentists. She lived in town and the two mothers got Alice and Mary together to play, both at Mary’s house and at Alice’s. Ross remembers going to the Laidlaws’ home and finding it a delight – with the land, the fox pens, and the river, there were lots of attractions to explore. For her part, Alice Ann, a name Ross still uses, delighted in the sidewalks in the town since she could ride a tricycle on them, something she could not do at home. Even when she was very young, Ross recalls, Munro could recite from memory successive verses of the traditional folk song “Barbara Allen,” and she sees this as evidence of Anne Laidlaw’s frequent reading to her daughter. Because Munro began her schooling at the Lower Town school, the two were not in classes together until Grade 4, after each had skipped a grade; once Munro had moved to the Wingham school, though, they went all through school together and when they were in high school, they were the top two students. In 1948, Alice and Mary shared a scholarship for middle-school French. Throughout their years together, Mary Ross was the only other Wingham student to do as well as Munro, and sometimes scored slightly better. Remembering their early connection and Alice’s move from the Lower Town school to the Wingham school, Ross has said that “Mrs. Laidlaw wanted the best education possible for her children,” and so “decided to send them uptown where she felt, rightly or wrongly, there were more opportunities.”9

For the first two years of school, 1937 to 1939, Munro attended the Lower Town school – she completed Grades 1 and 3 there, skipping Grade 2 – “I still have trouble with subtraction,” she says today. Originally the first Baptist church dating from the 1860s, the Lower Town school was, in youthful microcosm, a reflection of Lower Wingham itself. About fifty children were pupils there. The geography of West Hanratty in Who Do You Think You Are? – the school “which was not very far” from Flo’s store – reflects that of Lower Wingham and, as Munro has frequently said, the details of the school in “Privilege” in that book come from her time at the Lower Town school: “The school … is the school I went to. It’s the most autobiographical thing in the book. One of the more autobiographical things I have written. But that’s exactly how it was.”

Munro has also said that in Lower Town “there was always a great sense of adventure, mainly because there were so many fights. Life was fairly dangerous.” She was herself subject to the violence, once being beaten by other kids who whacked her with shingles. And at the school, as in the area more generally, Munro writes, “religion … came out mostly in fights. People were Catholics or fundamentalist Protestants, honor-bound to molest each other. Many of the Protestants had been – or their families had been – Anglicans, Presbyterians. But they had got too poor to show up at these churches, so had veered off to the Salvation Army, the Pentecostals. Others had been total heathens until they were saved. Some were heathens yet, but Protestant in fights.”10

As an adult Munro may speak of such happenings as “adventure,” and as an artist can recall them so as to create particular effects – that last sentence is a good example of her humour, which bubbles under so much of her writing. Yet there is no question but that Munro’s two years at the Lower Town school were extremely difficult for a shy, sensitive child who had been sheltered at home and who had had her parents to herself until the year before she started school. Munro has called her time at the Lower Town school “a tumultuous two years,” saying further that she cannot “remember a single class or book from those years.” Both socially and scholastically ambitious for her daughter, Anne Laidlaw saw to it that beginning with the fall of 1939, when Alice would be in Grade 4, she would attend school in Wingham. Munro recalls herself at school – both at Lower Town and in Wingham – as “just kind of a weird kid … being so nervous and so frightened, having no self-confidence.” At the same time, she remembers herself as having “a lot of lofty superiority.” Such feelings no doubt came from Munro’s vivid imagination and, once she had begun writing in her early adolescence, from her construction of imaginary worlds, but they also connected to her sense of separateness, a sense that was amplified by the move to the Wingham school. Not living in Wingham, walking just under three kilometres each way back and forth from home, Munro had ample reason to feel herself an outsider and to define herself as one. And by the time she entered high school in 1944, her mother’s Parkinson’s disease (though the family did not then know what her illness was) had begun to assert its symptoms. Needed to look after things at home, Munro often stayed home from school, though her performance did not slip. “I was happier at home because I could think my thoughts,” she recalled.11

The onset of Anne Chamney Laidlaw’s disease about 1943 was the harbinger of changes within the Laidlaw family. Notably, they suffered a significant decline in their economic circumstances brought on by the drop in fur prices during the last years of the war. And given the presence of a mother in the throes of illness in Munro’s writing, it is important to see Mrs. Laidlaw both before and after the disease gripped her. After the Laidlaws came to Lower Wingham, they settled in and the family grew – Alice was born in 1931, there was a miscarriage when she was about two, the other children came in 1936 and 1937. During this time, Anne Chamney Laidlaw was very much the same person who had striven to achieve an occupation for herself. While Munro describes her father as a “wonderful fitter-inner” who had “almost a different vocabulary for outside and inside the house,” her mother asserted her difference from her Lower Town neighbours and didn’t care about the consequences: “She deliberately used her correct school-teacher grammar, which set her speech apart from the rural accents of Huron county. She joined the Book-of-the-Month Club, and acquired a set of good dishes and some pieces of antique furniture.” When Anne became ill, Munro later wrote in a fragment, “this trouble was so rare as to seem my mother’s own special property. There was a feeling in our family, which we never put into words, that she had somehow chosen her own affliction, that she had done this on purpose. My grandmother, talking about my mother once in some other connection, said, ‘She never minded being the center of the stage.’ My grandmother said this in a dry and delicate voice, which pretended to be amused, but which I recognized as damning; nothing could be worse, in the opinion of my father’s family, who were full of pride and a great fear of being laughed at, or singled out in any way.”12

“ ‘She never minded being the center of the stage.’ ” Much of the evidence of Anne Chamney Laidlaw’s forthrightness comes out in her eldest daughter’s writing and commentary, but there are other indications as well. Anne’s description of her wedding, already seen, corroborates the assessment putatively offered by her mother-in-law (who had, Munro asserts, an “almost instant antipathy” toward her cousin); another piece of writing – probably by Anne Chamney Laidlaw – was her own mother’s obituary (“The late Mrs. Chamney was well known for her charitable works and was dearly beloved by old and young in every walk of life”). During the summer of 1941 she went to the Pine Tree Hotel in Muskoka to sell their best furs directly to American tourists; also during that period, ads for the Laidlaw Fur Farm, almost certainly written by her, appeared in the Wingham Advance-Times: “We had made specially for us beautiful silver fox muffs each with fully equipped purse inclosed. For the very special gift we think these have no rivals. Laidlaw Fur Farm” (December 12, 1940). During the war, the Laidlaws donated a fur raffled off for the benefit of the Red Cross: “The Laidlaw Fur Farm is again presenting a gift of fur to the Wingham Branch of the Red Cross. This year, it is a scarf of two Canadian mink skins, and is on exhibition in King Bros. Window” (April 1, 1943). As the war ended, “The Laidlaw Fur Farm has generously donated a scholarship,” a twenty-five-dollar cash prize awarded “To Pupil With Highest Entrance Standing At Wingham Entrance Centre” (May 31, 1945). All this was Anne Chamney Laidlaw’s doing.13

Mrs. Laidlaw also participated in the Wingham Women’s Institute, a group that had intellectual and educational interests. In April 1939, she presided over the elections of new officers and was herself selected as the convenor of the standing committee on Agriculture and Canadian Industries. At that same meeting, someone read a paper titled “Our Women in Parliament,” someone tap danced and another person sang, and there was another presentation on the history of the Women’s Institute. Munro has said that her mother “loved the work with the Institute. The only things that were really open to women were church societies, which my grandmother belonged to, the Women’s Missionary Society, and the Women’s Institute, which embraced all religions and was ‘For God and Country’ but not too much God. And Mother loved it. She did papers, she prepared papers on … industries and they’d be on history or anything she could do – she just loved a job like that. And they were always admired.… She was good at public speaking; she enjoyed it.” At the same time, Mrs. Laidlaw’s involvement in the institute was something her mother-in-law disapproved of – the institute, Sadie Code Laidlaw thought, “had a lot of kind of show-offy women in it.… They were sort of getting out and talking about things that were maybe none of their business.” Her grandmother, Munro says, was a “lively but conventional woman; she didn’t approve of any attempt to show off or distinguish oneself, and that’s what the Institute was because they weren’t raising money for a mission.” By contrast, her daughter-in-law was a quite unconventional woman.14

Both Mary Ross and Audrey Boe, who was Munro’s high school English teacher in Grades 10 and 11, recall Mrs. Laidlaw as a person who would stop people on the street when she had a question or had something on her mind. Most often, Boe said, she had some concern connected with Alice or she would call to see how Alice was doing in school. If Alice was with her mother, Boe recalls, she would stand slightly back from the conversation. Mrs. Laidlaw was given to calling Stanley Hall, the high school principal, regularly to the same purpose. An example of Anne Laidlaw’s forthrightness occurred when Munro was seven years old, in her second year at the Lower Town school. A large group of Wingham schoolchildren took the train to Stratford on June 6 to see the King and Queen pass through during their 1939 Royal Visit. The trouble was, students had to be eight in order to go, and Munro’s birthday was not until the next month. Recalling this, Munro said, “I was a big, big fan of the little princesses and the King and Queen, and already knew some of the history. And I made such a fuss at home that my mother did go to bat for me and persuaded the teacher to take me along. And then I heard the teacher talking to another teacher when we were down there – saying, ‘I got this one wished on me.’ ” Although Munro did get to go (and Gerry Fremlin, then in high school, was there too), the children did not actually see the royal couple – their train sped through the Stratford station and the King and Queen were not in evidence. “That was the first major disappointment in my life,” Munro said. During the winter of 1940–41, when Alice was nine, her mother rented a house in town and lived there with her children – the arrangement in Lives of Girls and Women – in order to give them “a town experience.” Munro still remembers that winter fondly.

In a draft of “Changes and Ceremonies” in Lives, Munro offered this characterization that was most certainly based on her mother:


My mother thinks you can solve anything by writing a letter to the principal. Or going to see him. She dresses up in a big hat and walks through the school hall talking in a voice that is not so much loud as it is carrying, a ringing voice. She used to be a teacher herself. Margaret Thomas said to me, “Who does your mother think she is, a Duchess? The duchess of Jubilee.” Once she called to me on the schoolground, “Come along, don’t delay,” and afterwards kids would imitate the way she said it, Come-along-Del-don’t delay, like someone who really enjoys the sound of her own voice. All she needed to say was, “Del” if she wanted me to come.15



Disappointments notwithstanding, and even though she felt herself an outsider in Wingham as she attended school there, Munro’s childhood was one that most would call conventional. As well as attending school, Munro participated in local activities. On the local radio station, CKNX, for example, there was a Saturday morning show for children, and Munro, along with all the other Wingham children, was on it. They sang songs, people played the piano, others tap danced – on the radio. Munro did recitations, “mostly comic poems from the Saturday Evening Post, from their humour page.” The children were paid with vouchers, worth five cents, and Munro still remembers buying an ice cream cone with one. This “was a big deal, you didn’t have ice cream cones that often.” On the way home, she dropped the ice cream on the railway tracks and still remembers her anguish; “you almost will it back into the cone. You just don’t think this can have happened.” Munro was on the children’s show several times and, when she was a bit older, appeared on Sunday School of the Air, a scripted program conducted by the United Church minister, Mr. Beecroft. The children would ask questions, Mr. Beecroft would explain, and the children would respond, Munro says, with lines like “That was smart of Jesus!”16

Such activities were usual, especially before Anne Laidlaw became ill when Munro was twelve or thirteen. Speaking again of her grandmother, Munro has said that “she didn’t approve of Mother going out of the house when we were little children,” but “Mother always had a maid. We had maids until I was eight or nine – we didn’t have indoor plumbing but we had girls, some of them from Lower Town.… Had Mother been doing it all herself with no one to look after us, she would have been penned in all the time, and she had decided not to be that.” As this suggests, the Laidlaws were relatively better off in the 1930s – “We were selling furs.” This continued into the war.

The Laidlaws owned a car, though it was often in questionable repair. Munro now sees this as indicative of her parents’ ambitions, since most people in similar economic circumstances in those days did without. In their car the Laidlaws would make an annual trip to the beach on Lake Huron at Goderich. Munro wrote a short essay for a 1983 Ontario bicentennial volume called “Going to the Lake” in which her characteristic geographical detail is readily evident; reading its first paragraphs, one can trace the route on a map of Huron County:


We start out once a summer, on a Sunday morning, probably in July, on Highway 86, which we leave at Lucknow, or Whitechurch, or even at Zetland. We zigzag south-west, to Goderich, over the back roads, “keeping our car out of the traffic.” The jolting it gets on these roads is apparently less damaging to its constitution than the reckless, competitive company of its own kind.

St. Augustine. Dungannon. A village called Nile on the map but always referred to as “the Nile.” Places later easily accessible, which seem buried then, in the deep country of hills not cut up for gravel, swamps not drained, narrow dirt roads and one-lane iron bridges. Trees arch across the road and sometimes scrape the car.

The day is always hot, hot enough to make the backs of your legs slick with sweat, to make you long for a drink from a farmhouse pump. There will be dust on the roadside leaves and on the tough plantains that still grow in some places between the wheel-tracks, and a jellifying heat shimmer over the fields that makes the air look as if you could scoop it up with a spoon. Then the look of the sky, to the west, seems to change, to contain a promise of the Lake. Can we really see a difference? Do we imagine it? The subject will come up for discussion – unless my mother feels too sick, or my father too worried, or we in the back seat have been put under a disheartening rule of silence, due to a fight. Even then, we cry out, when we top a certain hill, from which you can see – at last, expectedly, and yet amazingly – the Lake. No piddling pond in the rocks and pines but a grand freshwater sea, with a foreign country invisible on the other side. There all the time – unchanging. Bountiful Lake Huron that spreads a blessing on the day. Behind the farms and fences and swamp and bush and roads and highways and brick towns.



This essay continues to detail the scene at the Goderich beach, describing the remembered scene there before returning to herself and a conclusion: “I skid past” the people on the beach, “eager to separate, get as lost as I can, plunge alone in the crowded trough of risky pleasures.”17

Like this essay, which also exists in other versions in Munro’s papers at the University of Calgary, unpublished fragments reveal that she made repeated use of childhood memories, memories born of her family’s doings. One begins “I spent most of the summer of 1939 with my grandparents, in Devlin, Ontario, I slept in the bedroom over the kitchen. My window faced east, and the sun woke me early in the morning, shining past the modest steeple of the Catholic church.” The east-facing bedroom window of William and Sadie Laidlaw’s house on Drummond Street in Blyth, not surprisingly, looks toward the Catholic church two lots away. “My grandfather was dying then, and I suppose everybody knew that, but the process was gradual and not marked by any crisis that I could see.” Like the description of the family’s trip to the beach, this fragment is based on Munro’s childhood, for she did spend time at her grandparents’ house in Blyth – they had moved there after they had sold the farm – and she was there during the summer of William Laidlaw’s final illness, although that was 1938, not 1939.

About that time too – owing to her sister Sheila’s illness when she was about two – Munro stayed with her aunt Maud and uncle Alex Porter field in Marnoch, southwest of Wingham and just east of Belgrave. Having no children of their own, the Porterfields welcomed Alice just as, when Bob Laidlaw was young, they had welcomed him. This helped Anne and Bob Laidlaw and also gave young Alice a break from the Lower Town school – there were only ten children at the local school. “They had never seen anybody like me before,” Munro has said. “I would organize concerts and … went wild with power.… I had wonderful fun.” Munro’s uncle Alex Porterfield was the clerk of East Wawanosh Township, having taken over the job from his father on his death in 1907; father and son eventually served for seventy-three consecutive years. Alex Porterfield served also as the prototype for Uncle Craig in Lives of Girls and Women; when he died in 1944, his funeral was the first time she had seen a dead person whom she knew. During another extended visit to Marnoch, probably in 1941, Munro remembers sitting on the Porterfields’ porch “with some kind of a bull horn and yelling at cars, ‘Buy Victory Bonds,’ because he was the Victory Bond salesman for the township. Of course, I’d only get about one car an hour and it would be the neighbours laughing at me.” This was before she had decided to take up writing – her first ambition at the age of eight was to be a movie star.18

As Munro remembered her childhood visits to her grandparents’ place in Blyth and to the Porterfields’, she commented that her father as a boy used to stay with Maud and Alex and wrote about his experiences there along the Maitland River at Marnoch. Robert Laidlaw’s memoir, “The Boyhood Summer of 1912,” was published in 1974 and was one of several such pieces that appeared in a supplement to the Blyth newspaper, the Citizen, before he wrote his novel, The McGregors. Likewise, the Advance-Times notes visits made back and forth between Blyth and Wingham by the Laidlaw family. Sadie Code Laidlaw made a number of such visits after her husband died in 1938 and before she moved to Wingham in 1944.

Taken together, the specific details of Munro’s childhood reveal connections that sustained her as both an individual and a member of a family and a community. “Connection,” Munro would come to write in the first part of “Chaddeleys and Flemings,” “That was what it was all about. The cousins were a show in themselves, but they also provided a connection. A connection with the real, and prodigal, and dangerous, world.”19 So it was for Alice Laidlaw herself, growing up in Lower Town, yet connected to a web of relations, immersed in the culture and being of her home place – a wide-ranging community spreading beyond Wingham.

“Writing as a Way of Surviving as Herself”:
The Beginnings of a Writer in Wingham

In November 1939, when Munro was eight and had just begun Grade 4 in Wingham, Lucy Maud Montgomery paid a visit and spoke at St. Andrew’s Presbyterian church there. According to the Advance-Times, Montgomery attracted a large audience to an evening program in which she both talked about her literary career and recited “one of her beautiful poems.”20 By the time of Montgomery’s visit, Munro had read Anne of Green Gables while, for her part, her mother had read all of Montgomery’s books. Munro was unaware of this visit until she was told about it quite recently, but hearing of it she spoke of her interest in Montgomery, saying, “I think she was boxed in by the very same things that a generation later could have boxed me in – being nice and being genteel.” Munro continued, “But she had a great eye, and I think Emily of New Moon is one of the best books in Canada. I just loved that book.” She recalls that she first read the book when she was nine or ten years old and was “pleased and troubled” by it. In her afterword to the New Canadian Library edition, Munro offers a statement about writing as a way of life, one that also gains power by applying so utterly to her own circumstances:


But what’s central to the story, and may be harder to write about than sex or the confused feelings in families, is the development of a child – and a girl child at that – into a writer. Emily says, near the end of the book, that she has to write, she would write no matter what, and we have been shown not only how she learned to write, but how she discovered writing as a way of surviving as herself in the world.… We’re there as Emily gets on with this business, as she pounces on words in uncertainty and delight, takes charge and works them over and fits them dazzlingly in place, only to be bewildered and ashamed, in half a year’s time, when she reads over her splendid creation.…

What mattered to me finally in this book, what was to matter to me in books from then on, was knowing more about life than I’d been told, and more than I can ever tell.21



Munro’s move from the Lower Town school to the Wingham school at the beginning of Grade 4 doubled her distance from home – she now had a walk of just under three kilometres, travelling through Lower Town, across the Lower Town bridge into Wingham, and through the town to the school at the corner of East John and Frances streets across Josephine Street, Wingham’s main street. “I was eight, it was quite a walk, but I liked it,” she recalled. At the time, too, Munro saw herself as “different, and different in what I considered a favourable way.” She had seen herself in this way before she began school, and this sense of difference developed with the change in schools.

Munro was not initially successful in the Wingham school. She was a year younger than her classmates and clumsy with her hands. “It was terribly difficult for me to learn to write with a straight pen, which we had to do then. Dip it in the ink. I would get about half a word done and it would end in a blot.” While she loved some of what they were learning then, Munro did not learn the material in the prescribed way – writing it down in notes. “I kept a notoriously untidy desk, with balls of paper crumpled up and shoved into it. The notes were all written on the board, and I couldn’t finish, and then when three boards were finished he would go back – this was the Grade 5 teacher – and rub off the first board and begin writing more. I wouldn’t have finished it yet, and so I would just give up, putting the paper in my desk.” One of her teachers called her “Uncle Wiggly” because her handwriting wiggled so. Remembering this period, Munro says she was “always in trouble, always in trouble.” When she was in Grade 5, Munro got a terrible report card that she hid and considered signing herself – “Mother had to go for a conference at the school and she was upset because she wanted me to do well and she thought it was pure wilfulness that I wasn’t doing well.” This trouble continued as Munro took home economics and had to learn to crochet – she was not adept at either. But Grade 7 was a bit better and, in Grade 8, when Munro was twelve, she “suddenly shone, because we had a man who didn’t care if you were untidy, and who recognized if you liked the stuff he was teaching,” a consideration “which had never come into it before.” Munro realized that her interest in her studies would be “the way in which I could actually shine.”22 So it proved to be.

Her walks to and from school were not the only walks she took. The road leading north from her family’s farm – then without a name but now called West Street – was where, she says, “I always went on my walks. I loved this road.” That road led up past the Cruikshanks’ abandoned first house, vacant for years, a place Munro liked to visit with her girlfriends. When she was in Grade 7, “I found a book of Tennyson’s poems there. One of the Cruikshanks had been a high school English teacher and there was a book.” Having found it, Munro took it home. “That was so marvellous. They were all those long poems by Tennyson, like ‘Enoch Arden’ and ‘The Princess’ and Idylls of the King, and ‘In Memoriam A. H. H.’ You know how the rhythm of Tennyson goes, it was so enrapturing when you’re beginning to read poetry. Oh God, I just went crazy about it. It was a true treasure. I still know lines from those poems.” About the same time that Munro discovered Tennyson, she also became aware of her potential as a student. She maintains, though, that her subsequent excellence in school was not a matter of being gifted: “I absorbed history naturally because I loved it and, in English, I soared beyond all possible requirements. But at everything else, I had to work at it – I wasn’t a natural.”23

The summer before she moved to the Wingham school, while she was still seven years old, Munro read Dickens’s A Child’s History of England. It was, she asserted in a 1962 essay, “the first book I ever read.… When I say that this was the first book I ever read, I don’t mean to give the impression that I was dipping into English history at four and a half, or anything like that. I mean it was the first real book, and also the first book I ever read, in the sense that I had a private vision of what I was reading about – unexpected, incommunicable, painfully exciting.” She had had whooping cough and so could not pursue her usual activities: “So I swung in my swing until I got dizzy and then for no reason in particular I took the Child’s History out of the bookcase in the front room, and sat down on the floor and started to read.” Most of her essay, “Remember Roger Mortimer,” traces and comments on Dickens’s handling of the kings and queens of England, the intrigue surrounding them, and her understanding of just what the author was doing; but it is especially significant in the way it offers an extended image of an Ontario child, reading, within her family:


Not until I was grown up did I discover that it came there because it had been my father’s, and that it had been the first book he had ever read, too. I was ignorant of this because nobody asked me what I was reading, and I never told anybody; reading in our family was a private activity and there was nothing particularly commendable about it. It was a pesky sort of infirmity, like hay fever, to which we might be expected to succumb; anyone who managed to stay clear of it would have been the one to be congratulated. But once the addiction was established, nobody thought of interfering with it. A couple of years later, when I had turned into the sort of child who reads walking upstairs and props a book in front of her when she does the dishes, my mother pointed me out to some visiting aunts with a fatalistic gesture – “Another Emma McClure!” Emma McClure was a relative of ours who lived somewhere deep in the country, where she had been reading day and night for thirty-five years, with no time to get married, learn the names of her nephews and nieces, or comb her hair when she came in to town. They all looked at me pessimistically, but nobody took my book away.



Munro’s reading of Dickens’s book, placed within what she later calls “the isolation of my home” is revelatory: it defines her own sensibility as a reader, makes another story connection with her father, and defines the family’s tentative, even sceptical, view of its idiosyncratic pleasures.24 More particularly, “Remember Roger Mortimer” shows the intellectual direction she would herself take toward history, toward imagined stories, and above all toward “a private vision” of what she “was reading about – unexpected, incommunicable, painfully exciting.”

The year Munro was in Grade 7, 1942–43, eleven years old and the year she found Tennyson, was critical for her in several ways. Following this discovery, she began writing poetry and, as a parallel activity, “was always making up stories in her mind.” A memory of this story-making passion is found in “Boys and Girls,” where the narrator enjoys telling stories to herself after her brother Laird falls asleep in their shared upstairs bedroom:


Now for the time that remained for me, the most perfectly private and perhaps the best time of the whole day, I arranged myself tightly under the covers and went on with one of the stories I was telling myself from night to night. These stories were about myself, when I had grown a little older; they took place in a world that was recognizably mine, yet one that presented opportunities for courage, boldness and self-sacrifice, as mine never did. I rescued people from a bombed building (it discouraged me that the real war had gone on so far away from Jubilee). I shot two rabid wolves who were menacing the schoolyard (the teachers cowered terrified at my back). I rode a fine horse spiritedly down the main street of Jubilee, acknowledging the townspeople’s gratitude for some yet-to-be-worked-out piece of heroism (nobody ever rode a horse there, except King Billy in the Orangeman’s Day parade).25



In an interview with Thomas Tausky, a University of Western Ontario professor, Munro confirmed that this passage was based on a memory, and that when she was creating such stories they were “half and half,” partly imitative of things she had read and partly imaginative. These activities gradually evolved, she remembers, into a Wuthering Heights imitation, a piece of writing she worked on throughout high school and was continually imagining, working out its details. Looking back, she told Tausky that “in the early stuff it would be the excitement of a plot, but with the Wuthering Heights imitation it was the soul of the fiction I was trying to capture on my own.… There was some apprehension there of what fiction is. The excitement – I think Jack Hodgins said, ‘I wanted to be part of the excitement.’ ”

Such feelings were derived from, and confirmed by, Munro’s reading of Emily of New Moon. But more than any single, though crucial, book Munro’s development came from the ongoing acts of being read to as a preliterate child and then reading for herself. Although the Laidlaws’ middle-class prosperity may have been somewhat fragile, there is no question but that Munro grew up in a literate home. A childhood friend recalls attending birthday parties for Alice at the Laidlaws’ at which Mrs. Laidlaw read to all the children. Former high school teacher Audrey Boe remembers Mrs. Laidlaw’s deep interest in education – always wanting to know and learn more. And she recalls Bob Laidlaw as a reader, saying that she thought he “probably read every book in the library.” Given this, and not surprisingly, when Munro came to write an introduction for her Selected Stories in 1997, she invoked and analyzed an image seen from the window of the Wingham Public Library when she was about fifteen. Writing of this scene – a man with his horses in swirling snow “carelessly revealed” – Munro describes its effect as giving her “something like a blow to the chest.” Once its moment had passed, “it was more a torment than a comfort to think about” this scene, “because I couldn’t get hold of it at all.” By then, Munro was seeing that scene through the eyes of a developing writer – since early adolescence she knew that was what she wanted to do.

A draft of “The Albanian Virgin” offers a narrator like Munro who lives outside the town of Logan, a town that like Wingham has its library in the town hall and also a major hotel named the Brunswick. Its narrator for a long time forgoes taking books home from the library since she had been told by another child that, living outside of town as she does, getting a library card would be too complex a process. Instead, she goes to the library and reads there, mesmerized: “The books themselves, the smell of the paper and the feel of the cover with these smooth indented pictures and letters, these objects, as well as the stories contained in them, seemed to me magical. They were magical. I didn’t even want to take them home.” Though the librarian encourages her to get a card, the narrator refuses. “This situation lasted ’til high school, when I got so greedy for the books that I had to swallow my pride.”26

Thus for the young Alice Munro reading and writing involved “greed,” “torment,” “magic,” “excitement,” “a blow to the chest,” and above all, “the soul of the fiction.” Although she dates the writing of her first real story to the Easter holidays, when she was fifteen during an enforced holiday from school caused by an operation to remove her appendix, Munro’s development as a writer began much earlier.27 It began when she was read to by her mother (and committed stanzas of “Barbara Allen” to memory), when she discovered Dickens and read Montgomery’s books (and doubtless others), when she saw her parents read, when she made up stories in imitation of Zane Grey, Hans Christian Anderson, Emily Brontë, and others, and when she discovered that collection of Tennyson’s poems in the Cruikshanks’ house and so wrote her own poems in imitation of them. On those long walks to and from school, she was both making up stories and, as she said, “thinking my thoughts,” tracing her route from Lower Town to Wingham and back again, literally and imaginatively infusing that place with what was known and imagined, or yet to be imagined, yet to be articulated: a torment, a call, a sense of direction – everything there “touchable and mysterious.” Imagining lives and stories for this, her own known population.

[image: ]

If Munro’s year in Grade 7, 1942–43, anticipated the academic success she would later achieve, it also happened within a context of great changes in the circumstances of the Laidlaw family. The fur business had remained a tenuous undertaking; the war had adversely affected the market and there was evidence that styles were changing. During the war, such decorative frills as furs seemed unimportant; money went into other things. Bob Laidlaw had been thinking of getting out of furs altogether. At one point, early in the war, he had thought of pelting his stock and going into the army as a tradesman. As Munro details in “Working for a Living,” Anne Laidlaw suggested instead that she should go to the Pine Tree Hotel in Muskoka during the summer of 1941 and sell their best furs directly to American tourists. She did so with some real success that year, but after that summer – once the Americans were in the war themselves – such tourists stopped coming.

In June 1943 an issue of the Advance-Times ran a story headlined “Cows Electrocuted Entering Barn.” It begins: “The fact that they were wearing rubber boots probably saved Robert Laidlaw and Lloyd Cook of town from receiving a severe shock or worse.”28 In order to feed his foxes and minks, Bob Laidlaw salvaged dead animals from local farms or took old unneeded animals and kept them until they were butchered for feed (two such horses figure in “Boys and Girls”). An electrical short in a barn had killed a cow; Laidlaw and Cook, arriving to salvage the carcass, nearly met the same fate. Had that occurred, the effect on the Laidlaw family would have been catastrophic. That same summer, just as Munro’s academic circumstances were improving, Anne Chamney Laidlaw took her daughters east to Scotch Corners for a visit with her relatives there. Bill, who was seven, stayed home with his father.

The Laidlaw women stayed about six weeks in the Ottawa Valley: “It was a big family visit,” Munro remembers. “We visited everybody, cousins at Carleton Place. Mother thought I should see the Parliament buildings and the Chateau Laurier, so I was taken to Ottawa one day and I got sick.” Munro is not sure whether this was the result of excitement or food, but she remembers spending “the whole day in the Chateau Laurier ladies’ room being sick.” This visit is the basis of “The Ottawa Valley,” the final story in, and also the last one she wrote for, Something I’ve Been Meaning to Tell You. It draws precisely from the details of that visit. Much of what is there, Munro has said, is autobiographical – the elastic on her underpants did break and she did insist on taking a safety pin from her mother, whose slip showed as a consequence. However, its central scene, when the narrator confronts her mother about the symptoms of her illness, is imagined. Alice Munro did not do that. Nevertheless, she does offer precise detail of Anne Chamney Laidlaw’s symptoms as she remembered them. At the time, “just her left forearm trembled. The hand trembled more than the arm. The thumb knocked ceaselessly against the palm. She could, however, hide it in her fingers, and she could hold the arm by stiffening it against her body.” When asked “So, are you not going to get sick at all?” the mother does not answer:


“Is your arm going to stop shaking?” I pursued recklessly, stubbornly. I demanded of her now, that she turn and promise me what I needed. But she did not do it. For the first time she held out altogether against me. She went on as if she had not heard, her familiar bulk ahead of me turning strange, indifferent. She withdrew, she darkened in front of me, though all she did in fact was keep on walking along the path that she and Aunt Dodie had made when they were girls running back and forth to see each other; it was still there.29



Another feature of “The Ottawa Valley” is Munro’s quotation from the definition of Parkinson’s disease in a commonly found medical encyclopedia – she cites her source. When Anne Laidlaw started showing symptoms of “Parkinson’s disease or shaking palsy,” as it is described by Fishbein, the family did not know what it was; in fact, it took about three years from the onset of symptoms to get a clear diagnosis. Even then there was nothing to be done – it was incurable. This fact exacerbated an already difficult situation: at the time, the family’s economic circumstances were already faltering, and they would continue to deteriorate during Munro’s high school years. Bob Laidlaw’s near accident in June 1943 also reveals the family’s vulnerability – as Munro said to Catherine Ross when first told about the incident, one she had never known of, her father “may not have wanted us to know. If he had died, we would have been destitute.” More pointedly, the onset of Anne’s Parkinson’s disease came just as Munro had reached puberty and was realizing her vocation as a writer. Recalling those times, Munro commented that “the lack of money and Mother’s illness coming at the same time was pretty bad. But in adolescence I was very self-protected, I was ambitious and a lot of the time I was quite happy. But I ignored this. I knew it, but I didn’t want to be tainted by tragedy. I didn’t want to live in a tragedy.”30

Munro describes her high school years, 1944 to 1949: “We were just very, very poor as far as cash flow went. But we had some nice furniture and we had a lot of books and we had magazines Dad brought home from the foundry. So it was always a culturally rich life.” By this time they had an indoor toilet and running water too. The Laidlaws ate from their garden and they had milk; they kept a cow that Munro milked from the time she was twelve – to get out of the house – until it wandered off and drowned in the river when she was fifteen. Munro continues,


We had eggs. But we’d heat the house with sawdust, which was the cheapest fuel you could buy. A horrible smell, but it was cheaper than wood, so we did that. I never had a boughten dress, or clothes. But then a lot of kids I went to high school with didn’t have either. Many of us were in the same boat except for that thin upper crust of people, whose fathers were doctors and dentists and merchants, and they were in a different class altogether. So that was a terrible sort of time in our family, though I didn’t take it too seriously at the time. Because the business failed, Dad had to go to work at the foundry job, which they had never anticipated.



Although she felt separate from the family circumstances, Munro could also see their downward direction and recognized her position as the oldest daughter.

Thinking her thoughts, imagining her stories, self-protected, walking back and forth from school, beginning her writing, Munro says she “took over the housework and I was very proud of keeping the house clean, keeping our standard of living from sinking, when Mother couldn’t do it. I ironed all the clothes, I ironed everybody’s pajamas … it amazes me now that I was so … but it was part of keeping our respectability – of living up to a middle-class level, that was important to me.”31 As this comment suggests, Anne Laidlaw’s ambitions were not lost on her eldest daughter, who acted on them during her high school years.

After the death of her great-uncle Alex Porterfield in January 1944, her great-aunt Maud and her grandmother Sadie Laidlaw bought a house on Leopold Street in Wingham and moved there to be close to, and to help, the Laidlaw family. The two sisters became a regular part of Munro’s high school years and, as she remembered them later in her writing, became figures in “The Peace of Utrecht” and “Winter Wind.” The latter story offers, Munro says, her most precise characterization of the two women living in Wingham during her high school years.

“Red Dress – 1946”: High School

The April 6, 1944, issue of the Wingham Advance-Times carried a headline reading “Capacity Crowd at School Concert,” “Three Act Operetta Well Presented” over a story that describes the two performances of the annual town hall concert given by the pupils of the Wingham Public School: “A capacity house enjoyed the entertainment which seems to be better each year.” The school “presented ‘The Operetta,’ ‘The Magic Piper’ … based on the old familiar story of ‘The Pied Piper of Hamelin’, where the piper comes to the rescue of the citizens of Hamelin, who are plagued with rats and with his ‘Magic Pipe’ takes the rats to the river where they are all drowned.” The story continues and, in the way of small towns and local papers, details the production and names all the performers. Toward the end of the story, just after the listing of the clown rat and his accompanying rats are the “Town’s Folk Dancers,” two of whom are Mary Ross and Alice Laidlaw, then in Grade 8. When Munro came to detail this experience herself in Lives of Girls and Women – there the operetta is The Pied Piper and Del Jordan, though initially passed over, is eventually cast as a peasant dancer – she writes that “the operetta was the only thing at school, now. Just as during the war you could not imagine what people thought about, worried about, what the news was about, before the war, so now it was impossible to remember what school had been like before the excitement, the disruption and tension, of the operetta.”32

Between 1944 and 1949, the Advance-Times includes regular mentions of Alice Munro’s public life as a high school student in Wingham. A few months after the account of the operetta, her name is listed among those students from Wingham who had passed the high school Entrance; though students from other towns are listed there as having passed the test with honours, no student from Wingham is so designated. In March of 1945, when Munro was in Grade 9, she is listed as having participated in the high school’s “Easter Literary.” O Canada! was sung, two students sang a duet entitled “Marching to the Rhythm of the Boogie Woogie Beat,” and “Alice Laidlaw then gave a reading of ‘Civilization Smashes Up’ by the American humorist, Ellis Parker Butler.” There were other performances, Mary Ross was a member of the cast in a “French playlet entitled ‘Pour Acheter un Chapeau,’ ” there were “critics remarks” given by one of the teachers, and the “meeting closed with the singing of God Save the King.”33 Remembering this, Munro said that she “once gave a reading and nearly died of fear, my heart was just really pounding. I was sick with nerves, and I was like that all through my adolescence.” Her reactions were such that this was her last appearance in a literary event. Nor was she elected a society officer. Part of this was her shyness, though her long walk home and her responsibilities there made after-school obligations difficult for her.

Instead, Alice Laidlaw is listed in the paper as among the highest-scoring students in the Wingham High School. Reflecting the work ethic Munro has written about and spoken of as characteristic of the Scots-Irish of Huron County, and an accepted journalistic practice at the time, each student’s final test grades were printed each term in the Advance-Times. At the end of Grade 9, for instance, Munro was promoted to Grade 10 with the second-highest score, 80.7 per cent, with Mary Ross at 84.4 per cent. They were the only students to score above 80 (June 28, 1945). The next year, they were listed along with another student obtaining “Class I (75% and over)” ranking as they were promoted to Grade 11 (June 27, 1946). Munro slipped slightly as the students were promoted to Grade 12 – Ross scored over 75 per cent on all of her subjects, Donna Henry, another good friend, was just behind with first-class marks save a second-class in English, while Alice Laidlaw had all firsts but for a third-class mark in algebra (June 26, 1947). Munro regained her second-place standing as the students were passed to Grade 13, although mathematics remained her bane – she obtained a third-class mark in geometry along with firsts in everything else. Ross, for her part, continued to earn all firsts (June 23, 1948).

In “Red Dress – 1946” – the year in the title biographically precise to the year Munro was in Grade 11, since its dance is on a Christmas theme – Munro draws on her high school experiences to recreate what certainly look like her own feelings of being “sick with nerves.” In a long paragraph in which the narrator explains why she hates each subject she is taking, hating them because of her feelings of inadequacy or ineptitude, Munro offers characteristically funny and appalling description. The narrator hates English, for example,


because the boys played bingo in the back of the room while the teacher, a stout, gentle girl, slightly cross-eyed, read Wordsworth at the front. She threatened them, she begged them, her face red and her voice as unreliable as mine. They offered burlesqued apologies and when she started to read again they took up rapt postures, made swooning faces, crossed their eyes, flung their hands over their hearts. Sometimes she would burst into tears, there was no help for it, she had to run out into the hall. The boys then made loud mooing noises; our hungry laughter – oh, mine too – pursued her. There was a carnival atmosphere of brutality in the room at such times, scaring weak and suspect people like me.

But what was really going on in the school was not Business Practice and Science and English, there was something else that gave life its urgency and brightness. That old building, with its rock-walled clammy basements and black cloakroom and pictures of dead royalties and lost explorers, was full of the tension and excitement of sexual competition, and in this, in spite of daydreams of vast successes, I had premonitions of total defeat. Something had to happen, to keep me from that dance.



“Red Dress – 1946” begins “My mother was making me a dress.” While its prime focus is on the dynamic of the dance and how the narrator navigates it, the story also treats the narrator’s mother’s expectations for her daughter. The mother, who is “not really a good sewer,” “liked to make things. That is different.” Unlike the narrator’s aunt and grandmother, who were proficient in “the fine points of tailoring,” the narrator’s mother “started off with an inspiration, a brave and dazzling idea; from that moment on, her pleasure ran downhill.” Munro then details a succession of outfits the mother had made for her daughter, variously garish, that the narrator had worn when she “was unaware of the world’s opinion.” One teacher – who probably chaperoned the dance on which this story is based, since she taught dancing in her physical education classes – remembers Munro in a red velvet dress very like the one described in the story. When the dance is over and the narrator has succeeded in it – even being walked home the considerable distance out from the town by a boy who bestowed a kiss “with the air of one who knew his job when he saw it” – she looks in the kitchen window of the house and sees her mother “sitting with her feet on the open oven door, drinking tea out of a cup without a saucer. She was just sitting and waiting for me to come home and tell her everything that had happened.” When the narrator saw her mother there, she remembers, “with her sleepy but doggedly expectant face, I understood what a mysterious and oppressive obligation I had, to be happy, and how I had almost failed it, and would be likely to fail it, every time, and she would not know.”34 So the story ends.

“Red Dress – 1946” was first published in 1965 in the Montrealer, so it was written after Anne Chamney Laidlaw’s death in February 1959. Mrs. Laidlaw’s illness is not present in “Red Dress – 1946,” yet her dressmaking abilities – such as they were, in contrast with those of Aunt Maud, who was a professional seamstress before she married, and Sadie Laidlaw – and some of her personal history are evident. Her expectations for her daughter’s social success, and the daughter’s “oppressive obligation” to be happy, are the quite usual ones, irrespective of traceable biographical facts. “Red Dress – 1946,” really, is a mother-daughter story untouched by the effects of disease; Munro imagined her mother, as well she might wish to, without it.

Anne Chamney Laidlaw’s illness and her gradual decline coloured all of her daughter’s high school years. Learning of Mrs. Laidlaw’s condition, the people of Wingham generally rallied with awareness and sympathy, although it was soon recognized that there was not a great deal anyone could do. A major effect of the Parkinsonism was that Anne Laidlaw gradually lost her ability to speak clearly, although her mind was fine. The doctors were not able to give her anything to help control the tremors. As the condition advanced, when Mrs. Laidlaw called people on the telephone, she had difficulty making herself understood. Still, she continued to go out; sometimes she would spend a night or two with Donna Henry’s mother in town both for the company and to give Bob Laidlaw a break. To those who knew the Laidlaws, it was evident that being isolated in Lower Town away from Wingham proper was very difficult for her as an interested, active, gregarious woman. That had always been the case, but once she became sick her need for social contact became more pronounced.

For Munro, the overall social situation of her high school years seems to be accurately presented in “Red Dress – 1946.” The high school in Wingham was farther east, and up a hill, from the public school – so Munro’s already long walk to and from home was slightly extended. In another draft of “Changes and Ceremonies” from Lives of Girls and Women, this one called “I Am the Daughter of a River God,” Munro details the route as she walked from Wingham to Lower Town:


Lonnie and I walked home together, always the same way, down the hill from the High School, along two blocks of the main street, and out Victoria Street past the glove factory, the junkyard, some deteriorating houses, in one of which bad women had lived, when we were young and the war was on, but we never saw them, only the dark-green blinds and geraniums growing in their windows. We crossed the narrow silver bridge, hung like a cage over the Wawanash river. Here was the end of town, no more street-lights, and the sidewalk turned into a plain dirt path. There was a grocery-store, Agnew’s, covered with haphazard signs and insubstantial looking as a cardboard box stood on end, then the Flats Road running past the old fair-grounds and the widely separated houses, small, commonplace, covered with sheets of painted tin or, since the wartime prosperity, with imitation brick, with their yards, henhouses, apple trees, small barns and broken-down trucks. Every house we called by name, Miller’s, Beggs’, Castle’s, and so on, and each had a look of the people who lived in them, Miller’s having the tightly shut-up, evil look of a bootlegger’s, and Boyd’s, where two children died in accidents, one falling into the wash-water and one shot by Denny Boyd practicing with a hunting rifle, had a look of falling-apart hopelessness and carelessness turning hopelessly into disaster.



Munro’s geography here traces her exact route, one she walked twice each school day for ten years, but for the one winter spent in town. She did so observing and understanding the people and conditions she saw along the way, she recognized the social differences between Wingham and Lower Town. Given such a route, and given Munro’s sharp familiarity with the people she saw along the way, she came to know and understand both parts of her town. In 1994, when Peter Gzowski asked her how she could create the interior of a bootlegger’s place so realistically in “Spaceships Have Landed,” she replied that she had been in one before she was eighteen. She might also have said that she had been walking by one twice a day since she was eight.

During the winter Munro would sometimes be caught in town by bad weather – Wingham, close to Lake Huron, is prone to massive lake-effect snows – and would have to stay overnight there at her grandmother and aunt’s house on Leopold Street or with the Beecrofts, the United Church minister and his wife. She once wrote that “the storms that come on this country are momentous productions, they bury the roads and fences, and curl drifts up to the porch eaves, and whip the bare trees around and howl across the open fields; they will rattle and blind you.” During the spring, too, there would be floods, so Munro would sometimes be cut off by water, or unable to get into town because of the high water surrounding the Laidlaws’ place. (The 1947 and 1948 floods when Munro was in Grades 11 and 12 remain legendary – publications that chronicle the town’s history are filled with pictures of “The Flood.” Munro has recalled those years: “I remember seeing people out in their boats to feed their chickens that were roosting on top of the hen house. It was quite dramatic.”) When the way home was clear, Munro always had work to do to maintain the household – when she was in high school her brother and sister were still young, so basic housework was her responsibility. Mary Ross has observed that she and their friends were aware that Alice Ann had to do things at home that they did not but that Alice Ann never talked about it, either out of embarrassment or a certain secretiveness owing to Mrs. Laidlaw’s situation.

Given this, Munro did not much participate in the dances held at the high school and, on special occasions, at the Wingham Armory, where the high school held its gym classes. The circumstances detailed in “Red Dress – 1946” – everyone getting dressed up, girls going to the dance with other girls, boys with boys, the pairing up – were just as the dances were conducted then. Mary Ross remembers regularly encouraging Alice Ann to plan to stay at her house in town, to go together to the dance, but says that Munro did so only a few times.

Generally, social life among the students did not involve much dating. Munro was included in a mixed social group at the high school – though because of distance and responsibilities at home she was on its fringes – that regularly did things together: movies, skating parties, and the like. In any case, Munro was not involved in any dating during these years. When she published Dance of the Happy Shades her father commented to one of Munro’s high school teachers that he had not been aware that she had even had a boyfriend. The story that led to his observation may well have been “Red Dress – 1946,” although “An Ounce of Cure” would also qualify. Munro did have a boyfriend the summer she was sixteen, in 1947, but that was in the Ottawa Valley; she won a prize at school that gave her some money and she used it to visit her relatives in Scotch Corners. There she connected with and spent time with the hired man (really a boy a few years older) from the farm across the road from the Chamneys.

During the summer of 1948, the year Munro turned seventeen, she worked away from home as a maid for a well-to-do family that had a home in Forest Hill, in Toronto, and a cottage on an island in Georgian Bay, near Pointe au Baril. This experience occasioned her first visit to downtown Toronto, on a day off from the family’s home, and inspired two stories: “Sunday Afternoon,” which first appeared in the Canadian Forum in 1957 and subsequently in Dance of the Happy Shades; and “Hired Girl,” which was in the New Yorker in 1994 and has not been reprinted.

The latter story offers the circumstances of Munro’s employment, pretty much as it occurred; her employer, Mrs. Montjoy, “had picked me up at the station in Pointe au Baril and brought me to the island. I had got the job through the woman in the Pointe au Baril store, an old friend of my mother’s – they had taught school together. Mrs. Montjoy had asked this woman if she knew of a country girl who would take a summer job, and the woman thought I would be about the right age, and trained to do housework.” The real-life woman who had made the connection did run a store in Pointe au Baril, and she had taught at the Lower Town school; she had relatives in Wingham. In “Sunday Afternoon,” Munro creates the circumstances of the home in Forest Hill. (“There was a guy who made a pass at me in the kitchen,” she recalled, and also said, “It was time I found out” about such things.) In that story a cousin “took hold of” Alva, the maid, “lightly, and spent some time kissing her mouth.” This leaves Alva, as the story ends, with “a tender spot, a new and still mysterious humiliation.”

But in “Hired Girl,” Munro quite precisely recreates her circumstances and a narrator who seems a close self-portrait. When the hired girl, Elsa, arrives on the island, named Nausicaä, Mrs. Montroy tells her that the name is from Shakespeare; knowing better, the narrator almost corrects her, but does not. She realizes her position. And at one point she comments, in a passage that certainly reflects Munro’s circumstances at home in Wingham at the time,


The work that I had to do here was nothing new for me. Like most country girls of my age, I could bake and iron, and clean an oven. This was the reason, in fact, that Mrs. Montjoy had sought out a country girl. In some ways the work was not as hard as it was at home. Nobody tracked barnyard mud into the kitchen, and there were no heavy men’s clothes to wrestle through the wringer and hang on the line.



After she’s worked there the summer, having learned much about her employers’ lives, little of it edifying, she asks Mrs. Montjoy about the circumstances of her daughter’s death, details she already well knows, just to hear the mother’s account and see her manner. Even so, “I thought myself blameless, beyond judgment, in my dealings with Mrs. Montjoy. Because I was young and poor and knew about Nausicaä. I didn’t have the grace or fortitude to be a servant.” This story ends with Munro’s recreation of herself then, in 1948, and with an affirmation of Munro’s passion for reading, for words: “Reading this, I felt as if I had been rescued from my life. Words could become a burning-glass for me in those days, and no shame of my nature or condition could hold out among the flares of pleasure.” Here Munro is remembering herself as she was during the summer of 1948, driven to read and to write, knowing just what she wanted to do.

During these years Munro was a presence in the young lives of the Cruikshank girls, Julie and Jane, who lived across the road and for whom she babysat with some regularity. Like the Laidlaws, the Cruikshanks also lived far out on the Lower Town Road, did not really fit in to Lower Town and so were not seen as part of that place. Julie, who would have been three or four during Munro’s last years of high school, remembers Alice as “a totally exotic creature” who delighted them by telling them an ongoing serial story when she came to look after them. “I would wait with huge anticipation until my parents went out again,” she recalls. Munro would ask Julie, the older of the two sisters, where she had left off before “and then she’d pick up and carry on again … this was a kind of never-ending story,” which delighted the girls. The stories themselves, she recalls, were geared to the mind of a four-year-old, for they had princesses in them and sometimes they acted them out. (Such stories bore some resemblance, certainly, to the Wuthering Heights-like novel Munro was working on then.) Cruikshank, who went on to become a cultural anthropologist and a university professor, credits Munro’s stories with inspiring her own academic interest in narrative.35

[image: ]

Such considerations notwithstanding, Munro’s “real life” – the phrase she used in Lives of Girls and Women and, altered slightly, again in “Miles City, Montana” as “real work” – was in her imagination as she developed as a writer. In “Miles City,” the narrator speaks of her “real work” as “a sort of wooing of distant parts of myself” and that, most clearly, was what Alice Laidlaw was doing as she walked to and from school, as she walked north from her home past the Cruikshanks’ toward their abandoned house, as she “thought her thoughts.” She was always reading and making up stories, partly imagined and partly as imitation of something she had read, the Wuthering Heights novel real and compelling, her own version written and imagined during those years. At that time too Munro was writing poetry and even submitted poems to Chatelaine, the Canadian women’s magazine, during 1945–46 – mercifully, she says now, none were ever published; “they all came back,” Munro has said, “and a good thing too. They were pretty bad.”

The effects of this were evident to all who knew her. As Munro has said, by the time she was fourteen she was “totally serious” about her writing. The year before, she had Audrey Boe for Grade 10 English, and she had her again in Grade 11. Boe, who was from Toronto and a graduate of the University of Toronto, had come to Wingham to teach in the fall of 1943; she subsequently married a man who worked in the foundry office, stopped teaching, and raised a family in Wingham. Over the years she kept track of Munro’s career and describes herself as her “first fan.” Boe gave writing assignments in her classes and, once they were handed in, she would read the best ones to the class. Munro’s were always read and they were always singular. Even though she wrote about “the normal things of everyday,” Mary Ross remembers, they were quite different from, and far more accomplished than, what other students wrote. They were of a different level altogether, making a commonplace subject interesting. As Munro herself said, as a student of English she “soared beyond all possible requirements.” The other students saw this quality in her; indeed, when Mary Ross came to write her “Prophet’s Address” detailing future expectations for her classmates, she envisioned Alice Laidlaw as a successful writer: “Her greatest short, short novel which had swept her to fame in ’53 was ‘Parkwater’s Passionate Pair’ ” and she now ensures the success of a magazine called “Candid Confessions.” (Her name on its cover was spelled “Alys,” Munro’s preferred spelling then.) For their part, many of Wingham’s adults also saw Alice’s potential. Ross describes her father as being particularly sympathetic to Alice since he recognized what a struggle these years had been for her – her family’s economic circumstances, the distance from town, Mrs. Laidlaw’s illness, and Munro’s additional household responsibilities. The Beecrofts, Ross remembers, were of the same mind.36

Audrey Boe recalls approaching Munro when she was alone in her Grade 11 classroom and telling her she must find a way to go to university. Others had done the same thing, so by the time she had reached her final high school years Munro knew about scholarships and was aiming at them. At the time, only a very small percentage of graduating students (and few girls) went to university, but Munro’s academic achievements clearly marked her, despite her family’s economic circumstances, as one for whom university was quite possible. There was no question of the family’s financial support – Bob Laidlaw was unable to provide any and, although Aunt Maud and Sadie Laidlaw might have helped, it was understood that they would eventually help Alice’s brother Bill as “the academic star of the family.” They did understand Alice’s going, though, and did not disapprove. They did worry that Alice, who had never had a boyfriend, so far as they knew, would never marry. The general view expressed then was that a young girl would be on her own (or on her way to getting married) once she was eighteen.

So Munro decided on a plan – the same plan pursued by Del Jordan in Lives of Girls and Women – for obtaining scholarships that would take her to university. She hoped she would get into the University of Western Ontario, in London. “These were competitive scholarships, so you had to get the best in a certain category.” Midway through Grade 12, Munro began studying German; it was not offered at her school but the French teacher – Miss MacGregor – agreed to stay after school to tutor her. “I had started it because I could look ahead – I knew what the categories for scholarships were,” and “if I didn’t take three languages other than English, I would have to take a math and I knew I couldn’t get scholarship marks on that. My math teacher agreed.” Thus as she completed Grade 13, Munro wrote the provincial exams in eleven subjects – composition and literature papers in English, French, German, and Latin plus Botany, History, and Zoology. She obtained first-class marks in all these papers save German authors and German composition, in which she obtained seconds. “I really wasn’t up on it enough to get a first,” Munro recalls, but writing the German exams saved her from mathematics. Along with ten other students who had “obtained standing in eight or more subjects,” Munro earned “the Honor Graduation Diploma”; as the highest-scoring student, she was named valedictorian of her class.37

Even so, after she took these tests Munro was worried about the outcome. For purposes of scholarships at the University of Western Ontario, a student had to specify the papers she wished to be judged on. Munro had indicated English, French, Latin, and History. She knew she had missed a question on the French literature paper, and she felt certain that this lapse would keep her from obtaining the needed scholarship. She was so concerned, in fact, that she “started reading the Globe and Mail for ads for teachers.… At the time, teachers were scarce enough that the little far-off country schools and even schools [in Huron County] would accept a Grade 13 graduate without any training to be a teacher at all. They specified Catholic or Protestant, and that was that. Being a Protestant with Grade 13, I got a school in Oxdrift, Ontario” – in the northwest part of the province near Dryden, a very long way away. She was to be paid $1,100, much of it held back until the year was completed. “I had the contract on the dining room table ready to sign when I heard from Western that I had the scholarship.”

The Advance-Times detailed the awards Munro received, as well as her exam results, and it did so with some evident civic pride:


Congratulations to Miss Alice Laidlaw, who has been awarded a University of Western Ontario Scholarship for the highest standing in six Grade XIII papers including English, History, French and one other paper. This scholarship has a value of $50 cash with tuition of $125 a year for two years or a total value of $300. She also qualified for the school scholarship of tuition up to $125 a year for two years ($250 value) for obtaining an average of 75% on eight Grade XIII papers. Alice ranked first in English of all students applying for the University of Western Ontario. She has been awarded a Dominion-Provincial Bursary with a value of $400 per year. In eleven papers of Grade XIII Alice obtained nine firsts and two seconds. We wish her every success in the course in Journalism at the University of Western Ontario.



Accepting all this – and while they amounted to an impressive net amount, these awards ensured only two years’ study for a hardscrabble scholarship student – Alice Ann Laidlaw went off to university in London. In December, during the first Christmas holiday, she and her classmates who had also gone off – Mary Ross, for instance, was attending the University of Toronto – returned home for their high school commencement. As valedictorian, Alice Laidlaw gave another speech, this one a fit conclusion to her academic successes in Wingham, though beyond its delivery the Advance-Times reports nothing of what she said. Munro recalls that she wore a dark blue taffeta dress that she had bought by selling her blood, and that she said “the usual things,” though she also said that “high school wasn’t the greatest time in your life.” She was not nervous since she had been to university in London – she was already out of Wingham, and its standards didn’t matter so much any more. The commencement was a two-evening affair in the town hall; in addition to the handing out of diplomas and the acknowledgement of scholarships and awards, it included a student production of Pride and Prejudice, the play Munro later used in “An Ounce of Cure.” Listing Alice Laidlaw’s scholarships takes up most of the scholarship report in the paper, and she is followed by the person who won the Laidlaw Fur Farm Scholarship for the highest score on the Entrance examination.38

Years later when Munro had returned home to Huron County to live, she drew on memories of returning to Wingham from university in London in the draft fictional version of “Working for Living.” In this case, Jubilee had become Dalgleish, and Munro’s protagonist Janet thinks of the town she has just returned to – “where she was known” – as it contrasts with the university city and the life of a college student she has just left:


The waste, the frivolity, the shamefulness of that life seemed clear to her, particularly as she looked out at the ploughed fields, the golden stubble, the red and yellow woods, the dipping and sunny and nostalgic landscape that had replaced the city street. She was going to be a writer, very soon.

In order not to lose more of this feeling, she did not go into her house but set her books and suitcase and coat inside the porch door. The kitchen beyond was dark, the lights had not been turned on anywhere, which meant that her mother was probably asleep. Her mother slept odd hours, and was often most wakeful in the middle of the night[.] Her sickness had removed her from the ordinary course of life.



“She was going to be a writer, very soon.” Alice Ann Laidlaw had set off to London to begin university in the usual way, even though, she knew then, her real intention was to be a writer like her character. Janet comes home from university knowing that her real focus is on the place she came from, the place that she would write about to become the writer she sought to be. Just as Alice Munro was to do.

After she describes in “An Open Letter” the feeling she had for Wingham when she was a child, Munro finds an illustration, a correlative, for that feeling in another piece of art, writing,


There is a painting by Edward Hopper that says much better what I am trying to say here. A barber-shop, not yet open; the clock says seven and it must be seven in the morning, yes, a cool light, fresh morning light of a hot summer day. Beside the barber-shop a summer-heavy darkness of trees. The plain white slight shabby barber-shop, so commonplace and familiar; yet everything about it, in the mild light, is full of a distant, murmuring, almost tender foreboding, full of mystery like the looming trees.



So in the fall of 1949 Alice Laidlaw left Lower Town, left Wingham, left the only home place she had known, for London and the University of Western Ontario. Apart from visits over the years, she has never come back to stay, though she has lived nearby since 1975. Alice Munro was nevertheless destined ever and always to return in her imagination to Wingham, to her home place, a place “full of mystery like the looming trees.”39 She has probed its mysteries, perpetually recreating her town and its people – “Solitary and meshed, these lives are buried and celebrated” – in the stories she has written and continues to produce.
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