
The Strange Case of Miss Agnes Laut and
David Thompson

C AN women write history? 0fcourse they can, and do.
Miss Jane Stoddart has just
published a book on Mary
Qucen of Scots that lias
won unqualified praise for
its thoroughness and in-
sight. Mrs. John Richard
Green ias a peculiarly en-
viable faine in the historical
field. Other instances are

plentiful. Trhe question was propounded by a friend
while discussing Miss Agnes Laut's "The Conquest
of the Great Narthwest." The book is h1story or,
it is nothing. It is too bad t'bat a friendly reader
should be pravoked to ask whether a woman can
write history.

l'le general question cannot be argued hiere.Thougli in the writing of history there is neither
male nor female, it does seem invidious to question
a woman's production; and the disagreeable task is
only rendered possible by the challenge that recurs
vliroughiut Miss Laut's book, sometimes a littie
veiled, sometimes as uncompromi-sing as a mistake ia
spelhing.

I have neyer known a womnan writer who wislied
allowances to be made for lier work, because of its
feminine origin. l'he literary crown is sexless. If
one's views are of the slightest interest it may be
superfluous ta say that in every field in which a
womaa way care to woirk, I wouîd accord 'lier the
uitmost welcomne and liberty. It has always seenied
to me absurd for a mani who is eternally a debtor ta
bis mother for any strength of mind or body, ta
wisli to limit the activities of his mother's sex in
any noble pursuit. Which attitude means that the
more you would have fair fields for feminine powers,
the more anxiouis ycu are that womnen pioneers in
un'accustomed fields should succeed uncommonly
weII.

Miss Laut lias produced two volumes of absorb-
ing interest. She lias examnined records in the
L.ondon office of the Hludson's Bay Company that
have neyer before been accessible ta outsiders. F~or
exaniple, she lias discovered Peter Skene Ogden's
journal, which is an invaluable illumi nant oft ealy
Oregon history. She has used great quantities of
material in a way that mnakes ber subject scintillate,
like a novel. She is, almost a jhistorian, and miglit
become a first-rate novelist. Lt would be delizhtful
to proffer lier the fullest meed of praise which can
a.ttach ta so impasing a word as "historian," But
scintillation is the special temptation of the historical
writer. When it comes in at the door, accuracy is
apt to fly eut of the window.

One sinner destroyetli rucli good. Three seriaus
inaccuracies rmay vitiate a great quantity of excel-
lent facts. How far this is the case ia "The Con-
quest of the Great Norvliwest" it is impossible ta
say, For as the story is mainly that of the Hudson's
Bay Company, and is written from records that
only Miss Laut lias seen, many of lier versions, and,
perhaps, lier aversions, must stand. If, when she
occupies other ground lier step is misleading, ques-
tions about tlie value of lier exclusive trip thraugh
treasures of historical lare will surely arise.

Miss MacMurchy, wlio does a great deal of excel-
lent reviewing for the Toronto News says that ia
"The Conquest of the Great Nortliwest," Miss Laut
almost invites cositroversy. She dees; and she does
it by dangerous introduction, andi stili more. dan-
gerous footnote. "I arn Sir Oracle." Ia wltness
wliereof:

"In many episodes, the story told liere will
differ aimant inirecognisahly from accepted ver-
sions and legen'ds of the samne ena. T'his i$ not
by accident. Nor is it because I have not con-
eulted wliat one writer sarcastically called te,
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sources regarding Radisson. As original sources
are net open ta the public, the advice was wortli
just exactly the spirit that animated it."-Foot-
note, page ia.

"Lt lias been almost a stock criticism of tlie
shallow nowadays ta say that an author lias
rejected ariginal authorities, if the author refers
ta printed records, or ta charge that the author
lias ignored secondary authorities, if tlie writer
refers, only ta *original documents. I may say
that I -have not depended on secandary authori-
ties in the case of Radisson, because to refer ta
them would lie ta point out inaccuracies in every
second Uine-an ungrateful task. But I have
consulted, and possess in my awn library every
book that lias ever been printed on the early
history of the Nortiwest. As for original docu-
ments, I spent six menths in London on records
wliase dust had not been disturbed since they
were written in the sixteen-hundreds. The
lierculean, nature of this labonjous tank can best
be underntoad when it is realised that these
records, are niot apen ta tlie public and it is,
impossible ta, have an assistant te do thle copying.
The transcripts lad ta, be done by myself, and
revised by an assistant at night."-Footnote,
pages 196-197.

About Radisson, we must be sulent. The last
word lias been said, until the transcripts.-the saine,
perhaps, that were "revised by an assistant," appear.
But about Thanipson, the plant original autharity
of ail is, happily, available. Unliappily lie does not
agree with Miss Laut. Miss Laut lias written a
cliapter lieaded, "David TFhonpson," whicli must be
read in the liglit of the declaration that she lias
relied on "records left in the landwriting of the
actars tlemselves." The faotnotes fQllowing the
Tliompson cliapter contain several statements which
provoke questions. Miss Laut tells uls that shie lias
given Tlionpson's explorations in greater detail than
any other writer; that Thompsen's MS le in
Toronto; that she lias travelled over the Thonipsen
country; that Hawse was as great an explorer as
Thompsen. *but bis wark was kept secret by the
Hudson'Bay Cempany, while Tliompson's became
known; tliat Thompson neyer received' any recogni-
tion, and died iinkno-wn; that Thompsosi "fan ex-
ceeded" Alexander Mackenzîe as an explorer, and
that there is a mystery about Tliompson's seven
months' trip in 18x 1, down the Columbia, threugli
the Arraw Lakes.

Take tlhese preseutations of fact seniatim:
(i) "I have given the explorations of

Thonipson in great detail because it lias neyer
before been done, and it seenis ta mie is very'
essential ta the exploration period of the West."

This cannot be the fruit af a scorn for secondary
authorities. Secondary authonities have not taken
tlie trouble to tell about Tlompson's travels, and
Miss Laut's six-teen pages give more detail tlian has
been published before; andi tliat's all that can be
saisi about it. WelI, Dr'. Canes publislied in 1897,
two wonderfully encyclopaedic volumes, which lie
called "New Liglit an the Early History of the
Greater Nortliwest: Henry-Thompson Journals.» Hie
gives an immense amouint of detail. which lie himnself
took froni Tliompson's journal. Hie alsa refers to
"Mr. Tyrrell's admirable pape?' on TPlompson's
travels, publishesi in 1888, wh~ich traces Thompson's
journeys with a minuteness whidli Miss Laut might
regard as tiresonie and undramatic. Mn. Tvrreil

Tliompson well, very well, from persona
travel."

This is immaterial, except se far as it strerigthi
the dlaim ta be the authority on Thompson.

(4) "Howse did as great service as ai
explorer as Tliompson, but Thotnpson's serviceý
becamne knawn ta the world. Howse's worl
passed unnoticed, owing ta the policy of secrecý
followed by the Hudson's Bay Company."
If Howse did as great service as Thompson, M

Laut lias singularly overlooked him. Chap
XXIII, according ta the headîng, deals with ".
advance up the Saskcatchiewan, ta Bow River
Howse Pass." But it says not a word of the
vance ta, the Pass. Loagmore, it is said, was ch
factor at Edmonton witli "Howse as 'patroan
the woods' west as far as the Rockies." (Vol.
pageý 51.) On page 87, Vol. Il: "Mr. How
who found the pass, follows Tliompson's tracks oý
the mauntains."

The accaunt of the Howse achievement, whi
you would expect ta find under the lieading I lia
indicated, is given in a chapter, "Extension of rfra
toward Labrador." Here it is: "In 1795 Jase
Howse is sent inland .fromn York ta explore t
Rockies, wliere 'lie gives lis name ta a pass, a
'it is resolved that forts shaîl be erected in t]
country, too."' This year, 1795, wlien Howse w~
sent ta "exýplore the Rockies," is the year in whi<
Miss Laut says, Tliompson quitted-the Hudsal
Bay service in disgust, because exploration was d
couraged. The fact that Tliampson Ieft the Hud-soi
Bay Company on May 23rd, 1797, and not in 17ý
does not affect the point as ta the place af HoW
amnong explorers.

Dr. Coues says Tliampson, discovered HowV
Pans. He did, in the sense, that liewas the first ms
ta use it to reacli the country weýst of it. McGillivr
actually found the pass, but did not examine t'
descent into the valley of the Blaeberry Rivi
Tliompson, followinýg bis custonm, probably called t'
place after bis friend Howse. Where are the da
on whidli is basesi thec daim that Howse was
important an explorer as Tliompsoný? Miss La
giveýs no account of how or w'here she discoveri
material about bis explorations. Tlie only book
Howse's that' I have heard of is a Cree graîmo
which no doulit is in Miss Laut's library. In t]
introduction lie makes no reference ta exploration
There is no evidence that lie ever took a surve
In "Pathfinder's of the West," Miss Laut refers
neither Howse nor Tliompson. If the Hudsor
Bay Company sent Howse "ýta explore the Rockies
it is a pity the exact wardsof the minute referrir
ta this are not given, as well as the resolve ta bui
forts "in this country, toa." Which country? Wou
they resolve ta build forts in mountains not Y
exploresi?

Onýe's reluctance ta aceç,t an aif-liansi assertic
of this kind is increasesi by two sentences on pai
88, Vol. Il: "When lie returas to the mountainiS
i8oS, Thonipsoni joins Henry's brigade cominig we
froni Pembina. It is September when tliey reaC
Fdmnonton, and bath compasies have by this tiI!
built fur posts at Howse's, Pass, known as Rod4
Mountain Houise, of which Henry takes charge f(
the Nor'-Westers. Sixteen days an horse-bac
bring Thanipson to the mouintainis."

Observe, "Howse's Pass, known as Rocky Motif
tain House." But Howse's Fans is at the Uivi&,
and Rocky Mountain lieuse was and is near t1l
confluence of the Saskatchiewan and Clearwat(
Rivers. Tliompson was '"sixteen days on hors'
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