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PREFACE

MaNY men of genius less than first-rate have survived only
in a ‘corner of history'.  When the attempt is made to draw
them from respectable obscurity, it is not inlrequently found
that investization leaves them still undistinguished among
those who have been accorded the highest places in the history
of their age. Biography tends to become either an apology
or a dull inquisition into facts that seldom abound in vital
interest.  Under such circumstances the tendency to magnify
events and to make up the measure of heroic stature by
unwarranted panegyric is only less than the temptation to
give onesell resignedly to the faithful but depressing pursuit
of commaonplaces,

The life of the Afth Earl of Selkirk, however, should be
redeemed from unattractiveness, even though none would claim
for him a place among the first men of his age. Panegyric is
impossible, beecause his gravest mistakes were palpable and
sell-confessed ; while lack of vital interest in the early years
of his life may be said to be counterbalanced by a certain
dramatic intensity at its close. In a very real sense, moreover,
the obscurity to which Selkitk’s name has been consigned
was unnatural and unjust. His life came to an end in the
midst of a bitter conflict. Iis vindication was not attempted
for more than half a century, not because it was uncalled for
or impossible, but because it was inexpedient in the light
of an enforced compromise at Selkirk's death. The discreet
silence after 1821 is the less excusable because it is borne
in upon one that a generous mind had been treated with less
than justice by those to whom he had a right to look for
redress,  Another attempt to estimate Selkirk’s work anew
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may come as a measure of tardy appreciation, even though
it may not restorc his mame to the place which one may
hope it would have occupied had his work and life not been
cut short by a violent and not very scrupulous opposition.

Even at its full value, morcover, Selkirk's work scarcely
lends itscll to adequate appreciation. Calonization, however
useful and far-reaching in results, can scarcely fail to prove
prosaic and uninspiring in the details of its development.
Little of the true story of British colonization in the nineteenth
century can be considered to make pleasant reading. Success
is usually achieved in obscurity and silence, while failure
seldom passes without angry comment. The leaders of colon-
izing movements, as a rule, received much reproach from the
thriftless, and no praise from the prosperous settler. The
choice of followers in such enterprises was naturally limited.
Selkirk in particular found it necessary to work with—and also
to contend against—men who fell far below his own level.
Wilberforee, who ‘never . . . had any misgivings ' with regard
to the generosity and integrity of Selkirk's original aims,
deplored such conflict as that with the North-West Company,
where, ‘from the nature of the case, we are obliged to avail
ourselves of the services of men whose characters we cannot
scrutinize very nicely ' 1t thus becomes necessary to pick
one's way through details which are often sordid and ignoble,
seldom inspiring, and never far removed, on one side or the
other, from sharp practice. It is no small tribute to the
integrity of Selkirk's ideas upon colonization that though not
undefiled for a time by the ignoble quarrel between two fur-
trading companics, they reappear untarnished and with added
lustre, in almost the last letter he ever wrote.

b Wilberloree to Selkivk, Sellird Pagers, 6363
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! Thenuthar begs to acknowledge Captain Hepe's very great kindness in aliowing
ateesd to these valuable papers.
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1 My acknowledgement s due to C, N, Bell, LI.T0,, F.R.GS, Winnipeg, for his
very kind permission Lo nse this interesting letterbook,
® Nuo attempl is made to carry this list beyond contemporary sources.



