A Gift to Last
By Rod Fraser

I watched ‘A Gift to Last’ ─ a very enjoyable CBC
television show ─ when it was broadcast in the late
1970s. It starred a 50-year-old Gordon Pinsent as
Sgt. Edgar Sturgess, a career soldier at a time just
before the turn of the twentieth century, living with
his extended family in Tamarack, a small town near
Peterborough, Ontario.
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while shopping in a second-hand bookstore, when I
noticed the book on which it was based, I bought it
then and there, and read it this past week. What a
great novel. What a lovely Canadian story. I couldn’t
wait to sit down and write the review, which you
happen to be reading today.
The story is about a family living in small-town
Ontario in the last years of the nineteenth century.
The Sturgess family own the local tannery, at which
two of the brothers, Harrison and James, work fulltime. There is a third brother, Sgt. Edgar Sturgess,
who is a soldier in the Royal Canadian Regiment,
home on leave for the best part of the year in which
this story takes place.
Harrison is a good husband to his wife, Clara, and
a loving father to his two children, Clement and
Jane. Unfortunately, he is stiff and awkward with the
children, and emotionally reserved with Clara. The
household is much happier for the fact that Uncle
Edgar often visits with them while not on duty. Edgar
is full of life, spontaneous, and lots of fun. The two
children (and Clara too) enjoy the sheer joy and zest
for life, of Edgar’s outsized personality.
The household also includes an Irish servant girl,
slim and pretty Sheila, whose flirty interactions with
Edgar are warm, amusing and good-hearted fun.
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this novel and live separately at their home in town.
Grandmother Sturgess, known as Lizzy, also lives
separately in town. She is the matriarch of the
family, influential through her strong personality and
moral authority.
The novel opens on Christmas eve of 1898, in
Tamarack, at the home of Harrison and Clara
Sturgess. The children are upstairs, supposedly in
bed, and Harrison is putting the finishing touches on
a wooden school box he has made for Clement.
There was a section for books, another for pens,
pencils and supplies and a secret drawer for little
treasures. It is a beautiful gift, indeed Harrison’s way
of expressing affection for his son. Expressing such
feelings with words or warm gestures, was foreign
to Harrison’s nature.
Everyone (excepting Harrison) hopes that Edgar
will soon arrive home from the army for Christmas.
Edgar was the brother / uncle that spread joy and
laughter throughout the family. Harrison finds him
disrespectful and irresponsible. But his kids love
Edgar and can’t wait to see him.
Sure enough, Edgar arrives home late that
evening. Clement hears him downstairs, and soon
the whole family are up from their beds to greet him.
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peripherally involved with Christmas. Yes, it was a
charming and wonderful day, with good fun and a
wonderful dinner, but Christmas is merely used by
the author as a device to introduce the Sturgess
family. Their real story is about to happen in the
upcoming year of 1899.
In the spring of that year, Harrison Sturgess died
from pneumonia, and his family were thrown into
turmoil. Thank Goodness for Edgar. If he hadn’t fell
ill with measles, and failed to deploy to the war in
South Africa, there is no telling what might have
happened. For his wit and goodness were going to
be needed to heal the upcoming rifts in the family.
It seems this story is really about Clara and her
attempts to cope as a widow after Harrison’s death.
She is bullied about by James (Harrison’s brother ─
now manager of the tannery), who is bound and
determined to move her out of her home, and force
young Clement to work in the tannery.
Clara has had very little life experience outside of
being a wife and mother. She is from a modest
family in the Ottawa Valley, and is thought by James
and Lizzy to be a lightweight, easily pushed around.
And as for Clement, he is similarly dismissed. He
has no interest in working in the tannery, but James
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face up to his responsibilities, even though he is but
eleven years of age.
The stage is set for a major family battle with
Clara and Clement on one side and James and Lizzy
on the other. Fortunately, there is Edgar ─ firmly on
the side of Clara and Clement, but astute and
prudent enough to know how to keep his family
together, using some intelligent diplomacy.
A few months after Harrison’s death, Clara met John
Trevelyan, the son of a merchant in town, who had
returned to Tamarack to look after his father’s store,
while he recovered from an illness.
Clara and John fell in love with one another
rather quickly and soon they decided to marry.
There were a number of problems with this
proposition. John Trevelyan did not have the same
social position as the Sturgeses, so there was that.
And people felt the timing was too soon. Harrison
had died only a few months earlier. A marriage at
this early date was felt to be disrespectful.
The third problem, a far more serious issue, was
that Clement was opposed to the marriage and
didn’t like John Trevelyan. This latter problem
became a major issue, when Clement took one of
the horses, some clothing and provisions, and ran
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A search was mounted, a $500 reward was
offered, and after a week or so, Clement was found
and brought home. Although his opinion on the
marriage and John Trevelyan hadn’t changed,
Clement’s views now had to be carefully considered.
No one wanted him running off again. Based on
Edgar’s advice, John attempted to win him over, by
reasoning with him, allowing Clement to get to know
him.
This approach had some success, but John also
happened to be nearby, during an altercation
between Clement and a local bully three times his
size. He was able to save Clement from a serious
beating or worse. This certainly went the distance to
winning Clement’s affection.
With that problem resolved, it was left to Edgar
to smooth the objections of James and Lizzy to the
wedding. Edgar reasoned the town could be easily
won over to seeing the wedding in a positive light, if
Lizzy let it be known she approved of the match.
Lizzy was a social icon in the community, and the
town would take their lead from her.
To achieve this bit of diplomacy, Edgar looked up
an old boyfriend of Lizzy’s, from the early days
before she was married. It turns out that one week
before her wedding to Edgar’s father, Lizzy had
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skinny-dipping rendezvous at a local swimming hole
─ scandalous for the times. When Edgar presented
her with this evidence of impropriety, he wondered
why Lizzy should object to Clara’s early wedding
after Harrison’s death. After all, “let her who is
without sin cast the first stone”.
Whether it was the threat of blackmail, or
suddenly being embarrassed at her own hypocrisy,
Lizzy was won over. In the days and weeks that
followed, she was seen frequently with the new
couple and attended their lovely wedding. James
took his lead from his mother and raised no
objections.
I highly recommend this book, if only to observe
rural life in Ontario as it might have been, more than
120 years ago. For those of us who are older, who
grew up in rural communities in the forties and
fifties, the social norms and customs of the times will
only be too familiar.
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