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BOOK REVIEWS 79 

Buffalo Jump: A Woman's Travels. By Rita 
Moir. Regina, SK: Coteau Books, 1999. 160 
pp. $12.95 paper. 

Buffalo Jump is a surprisingly good little 
book. I say "surprising" because it's such an 
unassuming, small paperback, as if its publisher 
didn't expect much of it; as a result, the reader 
may expect the same. Thankfully, I was wrong. 
It's a memoir, a travel document, a story about 
families, and a story about stories. It's a song 
of praise for the writer's mother and grand­
mother- in fact, for prairie women in general 
and the hardships of their lives in those gen­
erations. Unfortunately, it loses power because 
it tries to do so much, while nevertheless man­
aging to be nearly always interesting. Rita Moir 
spent many years as a journalist, and the anec­
dote, the scene, is where she works best, cut­
ting and sharpening each incident until she 
achieves an intensity that causes the reader to 
lose herself in it. 

She has wanted to write beautifully, lyri­
cally, I would say, but those many passages 
where she's tried to rise above the facts and 
the "story" were, for this reader, merely an­
noying in their lack of concreteness. I never 
re8:lly "bought" the buffalo metaphor she uses 
either, chiefly because it felt so wrong for my 
understanding of women's nature, but which 
is surely her point: that women, too, might 
have an affinity with big, powerful beasts. (She 
points out that a female always led the herd.) 

In telling women's stories she has set her­
self the directive of never allowing her char­
acters to see themselves or be seen as victims, 
but to emphasise instead their courage and 
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self-reliance in difficult and unfair situations. 
In doing this she has preferred not to dig too 
deeply into their emotions, into their real feel­
ings-those of conflict and desire and despair 
as well as joy-and I was left with a sense of a 
clever, gutsy, occasionally dreamlike drifting 
over the surface of experience, avoiding the 
real pain (except for the story about her sister's 
cruel treatment by medical people where Moir 
reveals her rage at her sister's suffering, which 
also becomes real to the reader). 

And yet despite Moir's avoidance of the 
"victim" narrative, it is there anyway, between 
the lines: the bloody unfairness of so much of 
women's lives, and the hopelessness of finding 
an adequate response in a society where ev­
erything is stacked against them. The narra­
tive seemed to me riddled with the very pain 
she refuses to express directly. 

Moir has written a compelling, for the most 
part cheerful memoir, in which she deter­
minedly shuns the traditional line about 
women's lives, desires, and experiences. I ap­
plaud her for that, and for her courage, while 
wishing she might have found a way within 
that ethic that did not exclude a greater inti­
macy with the souls of her characters. If she 
had added that, this book, with its many 
strengths, would have gone far. 

SHARON BUT ALA 

Eastend, Saskatchewan 
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