The Past at Work

Linda Rogers gets historical

hat is it about books that take
place in your home town—espe-
cially books that take place in the

past? It’s not that I don't love my city; it’s
ust that I don't expect to encounter it in fic-
tion. Victoria is real, and very here-and-now.
But set your historical fiction in it, and I'm
xpecting cheap and cheesy. Like chick lit, or
hat horrible Hugh Jackson movie where he
eleports from the past into New York and
ides a horse through apartment buildings.
All this to say that I picked up Linda
Rogers’  lat- : :
st work, 7he
Empress Letters
Cormorant,
269 pages,
$22.95), with
nore than a
ad of skepti-
ism. I admit
was a Rogers
lovice, and
he  jacket
lescription of
ich Oak Bay
amilies and a
hild named
Precious”
id little to
ntrigue me.
"hank god for edi-

ors and deadlines,

The Empress Letters
book launch

hough, becauseonce  3-5 pm Sunday, June 3
picked Empress up,  Point Ellice House,
had a hard time 9416 Pleasant

utting it down. 380-6506

Empress is a collec-
on of letters writ-
n by Poppy von Stronheim Mandeville
vell call her Poppy for short) to her young
aughter, Precious. The child is lost in China,
nd Poppy is crossing the Pacific to find her.
ler letters are a way of revealing the truth of
recious’s parents, and all the family secrets
1at have shaped her life.

Through Poppy’s recount of her own child-
ood and family history, Rogers creates a
vid Victoria I barely knew existed: rich
ak Bay homes with underground tunnels
1d bootlegging businesses; seedy Chinatown
ith mysterious alleys and hidden opium
ens; picnics on the Gorge and parties at
atley Castle; scores of indentured Chinese
rvants attempting to support their families
. China. Its a world where the privileged
d the poor co-exist, accepting their roles
ithout question.

~ Empress explores the boundaries of fam-
ily and friendship through one imaginative
and passionate woman’s eyes. It follows her
struggle to find and hold onto the love of her
mother, and her tenuous relationships with
her “social inferiors” in a highly racist and
classist time.

Incorporated into the tale are c}aarac'ters
that any local will appreciate. Poppy's paint-
ing teacher is Emily Carr, a brlstly.woman
who avoids bathing and breeds dogs in James
Bay. The Butchart family starts culdvating
their garden, and Dola Dunsmuir is suspect-
ed to be having an affair with the Hollywood
celebrity Tallulah Bankhead. These characters
are a fun and welcome addition to Poppy's
story. :

This is an intriguing and poetic novel
that reveals an important part of our citys
past. Instead of being distracted by the local
references and characters, 7he Empress Letters
enriched my view of Victoria and my appre-
ciation for its history. '
—Sarah Gignac
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