from “Oplopanax Horridus and Me” Northword Magazine

My love affair with devil’s club began, as so many affairs do, by getting hurt. Not a really really big hurt but, because I am quite the wimp, it still brought tears to my eyes. I suppose I should say devil’s clubs (plural) because it was a beautiful stand of about 25 thick stalks. The bright berries and wide tropical leaves splayed out was a wondrous sight glowing in a riverbed glade. I was a wide-eyed prairie bumpkin staring up at the firs and pointing in surprise at bulbous mushrooms. Such an enchanting glade of lush friendly plants. BC opening its green arms to my embrace . . . 

Ow! Hey! I waded in with prairie boy aplomb and was greeted with a BC butt-kicking. 

Now this is not to say I am a masochist—a love affair involving a butt-kicking? I really am a peace-loving and sensitive person, but that rather rude awakening was my first real indication that I was someplace new. I was not in Kansas anymore, Toto. No Manitoba landscape would do that to you. 

Raghu Lokanathan has a great song that personifies Prince George as a tough woman named Caledonia. She is rough and sometimes mean but honest and free-spirited. While devil’s club does not stand for Northern BC, it certainly seems to embody much of its physical and spiritual sensibilities. 

For me this toughness is not an invitation to a macho conquering impulse but calls for nothing less than respect. This place can kill you. The fast tough rivers, the challenging landscape, the difficult highways, the bad drivers, the large carnivores, they all can hurt you. It is humbling more than anything. A Cree elder taught me that the first relationship with the land and its creatures has to be one of piteousness—I am subject to this place, not it subject to me. 

