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The Evergreen Playground

Both scholars of Canadian history and those in-
terested in twentieth-century tourism should read this
book. In tracing the development of tourism in British
Columbia from 1890 to 1970, author Michael Dawson
argues that a “tourist trade,” intended to attract poten-
tial settlers and industrial developers, became a “tourist
industry” in which the money spent by tourists is its
own reward, and visitors are expected to stay just long
enough to spend a good deal. In other words, tourism
was transformed in the twentieth century by “its in-
corporation into a burgeoning culture of consumption”
(p. 5). This periodization historicizes pleasure travel
without falling into problematic distinctions opposing
“travel” to “tourism” or equating the increase in the num-
ber of leisure travelers with democratization. Although
its focus and substance are regional, the book illuminates
the larger national and international relationships within
which western Canadian tourism took shape. As a re-
sult, it offers insights into regional rivalries and alliances,
uneven economic development within “advanced” na-
tions, and the meaning of state involvement in promoting
tourism.

In the introduction, Dawson situates his study, and
tourism generally, within the history of the consumer
culture in Canada. Pleasure travel, he points out, “is as
much about purchasing goods and services as it is about
obtaining ’authentic’ experiences” (p. 10). Swimming
against the tide of cultural-history studies, he critiques
the emphasis on tourist experiences and instead focuses
on the role of businessmen and government officials
in developing tourism in British Columbia. The over-
whelming emphasis on reception and consumer agency
in research on consumer culture, he argues, tends to
obscure businessmen’s and politicians’ ability to shape
possibilities and desirabilities. As he warns readers,
those looking for a history of the tourist experience in
British Columbia, the industry’s environmental impact,
the growing role of corporations, or the views of tourist
workers or indigenous people will not find it here (p. 12).
One would hope that such disappointed readers will rush
to the nearest archive to pursue the work that Selling
British Columbia so admirably begins.

The book is organized both chronologically and ge-
ographically, moving forward in time and outward in
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space from Victoria and Vancouver to British Columbia
to the Pacific Northwest to Canada as a whole, with the
United States perpetually looming as a source of tourists
and competing tourist attractions. Initial promotion ef-
forts between 1890 and 1920 were inseparable from civic
boosterism in Victoria and Vancouver. A lack of good
roads and accommodations long made smaller, inland
communities unattractive or inaccessible to travelers,
and efforts to obtain public funding to build and improve
the roads played a key role in selling tourism promotion
as a boon for the province, not merely its coastal cities.
Just as business leaders like Victoria’s Herbert Cuthbert
saw tourists as potential investors as well as sightseers,
travel writers combined an anti-modern longing for an
escape from the mundane with a keen eye for exploitable
resources. Sublime scenery advertised industrial oppor-
tunity rather than being endangered by it. In making this
point, as in his decision to focus on business and govern-
ment, Dawson provides the seeds of a much-needed cri-
tique of the emphasis on anti-modernism as the motive
of much early-twentieth-century leisure travel.[1]

By the 1920s, tourist promoters began to portray
tourists not so much as potential settlers as the source
of immediate economic benefit. Tourism advocates in
Victoria, which lost its industrial and commercial en-
terprises to Vancouver in the early twentieth century,
claimed that “tourism was the ’only industry that can-
not be taken away’” (p. 84) from the city. The mod-
ern view of tourists as people who come, see, spend, and
leave emerges as a central sign of the elaboration of a
consumer culture. This new understanding of pleasure
travel had a significant impact on how promoters ad-
vertised the province: statistical bulletins gave way to
heavily illustrated brochures seeking to enumerate the
province’s scenic attractions and opportunities for play.
Scenery and leisure increasingly stood in opposition to
resource extraction and industry.

Partly in response to the success of destinations like
California, New Mexico, and Quebec in marketing their
ethno-historical distinctiveness, promoters also sought
to heighten the Britishness of British Columbia so that
“playing golf and drinking tea” (p. 114), as well as buying
linens, woolens, and other distinctively “British” prod-
ucts, enacted the British Columbia experience. Like other
scholars, Dawson demonstrates that tourism had an im-
portant part in making “cultural diversity” a desideratum
of modern life by commodifying ethnic difference.[2]

As he details the changing rationale for tourist de-
velopment, Dawson also discusses two related phenom-

ena: fluctuating efforts to organize regional, cross-border
groups and the growing role of government, first at the
municipal, then the provincial and national levels. Early
government assistance was spare and sporadic. Promot-
ers worked as hard to encourage it as they did to pro-
mote pleasure travel itself. Local and regional business
groups and government agencies came and went in a
welter of acronyms, the changeability of which nicely
symbolizes the shifting rationales, players, and strategies
at work. Overall, despite the resistance of the British
Columbia provincial government in the 1920s and 1930s,
the trend was toward a more sustained role for govern-
ment agencies in coordinating provincial, regional, and
national tourism campaigns.

Tourism promoters in British Columbia also sought
alliances across the border with similar groups in the
U.S. states Washington and Oregon. A central fact for
the British Columbia tourist trade was that most of the
tourists were Americans. Moreover, southern Califor-
nia was the model and market leader in North Ameri-
can tourism for much of the twentieth century. The Pa-
cific Northwest Tourist Association (PNTA), founded in
1916 to pool resources and coordinate campaigns to lure
pleasure travelers north, died of a lack of government
appropriations in 1923. Dawson links its demise to the
emergence of the new understanding of tourism for its
own sake. But one may wonder, given the growing role
of the provincial and national government in organizing
and regulating tourism, whether the cross-border nature
of the PNTA hampered its efforts. Tourism promoters
seem to have abandoned any thought of international re-
gional alliances after 1923.

By the 1930s, tourist promoters gained significant
provincial and national government support, partly by
portraying tourism as a relatively cheap, free-enterprise-
oriented solution to the Great Depression. Tourism
promised to export the costs of developing the province’s
infrastructure and attractions while employing its people
and sustaining its businesses. The late-twentieth-century
notion that tourism could develop underdeveloped na-
tions without great economic resources or extensive in-
dustrialization clearly has its roots in the uneven devel-
opment and economic vicissitudes of the so-called “first”
world. The Canadian Travel Bureau (CTB) was estab-
lished in the early 1930s, bringing greater coordination
and sustained effort to national tourism policy and pro-
motion. A few years later, the British Columbia Gov-
ernment Travel Bureau (BCGTB) came into being. Both
agencies signaled the widespread acceptance of the new
model of tourism among business leaders and govern-
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ment officials. Both intended to expand and rationalize
the industry.

In his discussion of the 1930s and 1940s, the author ar-
gues that much greater continuity exists between the in-
terwar period and the post-World War II spending boom
than historians have previously argued. During the Great
Depression people retrenched economically less than one
might expect, and advertisers put ever-greater faith in
promotion in the absence of buying power. Despite strin-
gent wartime rationing and patriotic exhortations to con-
serve gasoline and rubber, tourist promoters continued
to advertise during the war, with the tacit consent of
the government. Wartime advertising emphasized pa-
triotic conservation but also encouraged people to take
local trips and plan for future journeys. Indeed, tourist
promoters insisted that tourism would have “stabilizing
effects upon civilian morale, individual health, and na-
tional unity” (p. 116) as well as bringing in much-needed
U.S. currency. The idea that leisure was critical for na-
tional well-being was hardly unique to Canada and, in-
deed, was a theme central to both democratic and fascist
states in the mid-twentieth century.[3]

In British Columbia, the war enabled businessmen
and officials in the BCGTB to consolidate the industry,
coordinating advertising campaigns and regulating busi-
nesses like auto courts and campgrounds. In the post-
war period, market research became increasingly impor-
tant in shaping both advertising and service provision,
and university curricula were reshaped to provide the
needed expertise. Such research contributed to differ-
ent emphases in provincial advertising, notably grow-
ing attention to female travelers, and not just as smiling
wives watching their husbands fish or hunt but success-
ful hunters and fishers themselves. Dawson explains the
“new emphasis on heterosexuality and the female con-
sumer” (p. 148) as a response to greater competition
among the provinces and with U.S. resorts, as well as a
more generalized response to anxieties about women and
waged work. In addition to discussing the new promi-
nence of young women in advertising images, Dawson
notes the limited role that elite women played in pro-
moting tourism, largely by reorienting their longstand-
ing role in civic beautification and public relations.

By the late 1940s, tourism had become what it re-
mains today, a source of income in and of itself, rather
than the catalyst for other kinds of development, at least
for the major cities. Rural communities retained the older
view that pleasure travelers would stimulate agriculture
and industry (p. 192). The importance of tourism to the

local economy led business leaders to try to teach the
populace to be better hosts by means of an uneasy mix
of persuasion and surveillance. It is not clear why the
locals needed teaching; Dawson offers little evidence of
resentment or resistance to tourism other than the strate-
gic presence of the unemployed at major sites during the
1930s. Tensions between locals, neo-locals, and visitors,
a rising cost of living or greater congestion, municipal
struggles over the allocation of resources to serve visitors
rather than locals do not seem to have arisen in British
Columbia before 1970 as they did-and do-elsewhere.[4]

This strong study opens up several important ques-
tions. Take, for example, the role of Native people. No-
tably, British Columbians deliberately obscured Native
culture and arts for much of the twentieth century, in
contrast to the pervasive commercialization of Native
crafts for tourists in the Southwestern United States and
Mexico during the same period. Yet by 1967, promoters
offered a 100-foot totem pole as the province’s contribu-
tion to the celebration of Canada’s centennial (pp. 212-
213), and today the iconic arts of Pacific Northwest First
Nations crowd the shelves of museum shops and tourist
traps. Tourism has become a critical economic and cul-
tural resource for many aboriginal peoples as well as an
easy means for whites to atone for past racism. Knowing
how this sea change occurred in British Columbia could
shed light on a global phenomenon.

Moreover, Dawson offers a fascinating but all too
brief discussion of the importance of gender and hetero-
sexuality in shaping post-World War II tourist promo-
tion. Attributing the greater, if transient, emphasis on
young women to competition and the inherent allure of
pretty girls, he discusses only in passing the many fasci-
nating images in this well-illustrated volume. The young
woman standing shoulder to shoulder with a large, dead
fish, her legs spread and her fishing pole upright (after
p. 140) demands far more explanation than “sex sells”
or even “post-war anxiety about women’s roles” Al-
though the author’s emphasis on the business and poli-
tics of tourism is a welcome counter to the usual focus on
imagery and experience, the latter are central to tourism,
and advertising content, placement, and circulation can
provide critical evidence.

Finally, what did it mean that most of the tourists
in British Columbia were Americans? (Perhaps it is ap-
propriate to reveal here that not only am I an Ameri-
can, 'm an American who has drunk tea and bought
woolens in British Columbia.) On pages 79-80, Daw-
son invokes James Scott’s Seeing Like a State to portray
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government tourism research and programs as surveil-
lance and people-management techniques, although for
the most part his account of the politics of tourism does
not foreground this leftist critique of the modern state.
But the reference raises a very interesting question: what
happens when the state is counting and classifying not
citizens but visitors—by definition, casual visitors who
generally (though not always) leave after a few days?
If states exercise power by subjecting citizens to various
forms of enumeration and classification, what do they do
with foreign tourists? The most obvious answer is, of
course, customs and immigration regulation, and histo-
rians are beginning to write the history of passports and
other strategies for controlling mobility. The creation
of special tourist enclaves (“resorts” or “tourist bubbles”)
in poor nations or neighborhoods or non-democratic
states operates to contain and classify tourists and citi-
zens alike.[5] But the foreign tourist may escape many of
the programs and methods of governance aimed at citi-
zens, perhaps especially when the money he or she brings
is critically necessary. Further, Canada attracts many
Americans in part because of the absence of elaborate
border controls and the perception that Canada is not
that different from the United States. If one takes Scott-
and Dawson citing Scott-seriously, twentieth-century
tourism offers an opportunity to think about globaliza-
tion in very concrete terms.
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