A Couple of Independent Canadians

Canadians who read the success story
of “Building with Logs” may think their
old schizophrenia is pulling apart at the
seams again. On the one hand, they will
readily recognize their own positive per-
sonal feelings toward a handcrafted log
home — after all, beautiful timber build-
ings started in this country with Cham-
plain in 1605. But they will find it dif-
ficult to believe that a textbook on the
subject has succeeded entirely in Canada,
on a national scale, without any external
aid whatever. “How (they may well
ask) could a schoolteacher from a little
logging town in north-central British
Columbia find success where the big
publishing houses, education, the con-
struction trades, the mortgage business
and now even the logging industry have
faltered and sometimes failed?”

The reason B. Allan Mackie, that
teacher, author, and log builder, has suc-
ceeded is simply that he believes in Can-
ada with a passion. He believes in the
unique beauty of this quiet country, in
its strength, and in its potential for a
good quality of life, if only we keep
faith in our ability to thrive as indepen-
dent Canadians. And if that sounds too
idealistic to be practical, then “Building
With Logs” didn't happen; the course
was never taught; the ecager students
didn’t demand a text; the textbook was
never written and certainly never was
published in that first small edition which
cost us $1,000 of our savings; it didn't
take wings and sell itself right across
Canada; it didn’'t become 2 best seller
within its first two years with no pub-
lishing house, no agent, no distributor, no
salesman, and almost no advertising, it
didn’t go back into classrooms all over
this nation; it didn’t double its sales each
year; it was never revised; It isn’t now
in its 4th, expanded edition; and B.
Allan Mackie is really Charlie Farqu-
harson. But “Building with Logs” is
flourishing and to know this is to know
the reason why: because the Mackie
method of publishing and working also
exist, based on our implicit faith in
Canada.

1 know that sounds oversimplified and
I wish I could be more explicit because
it is important, perhaps vital, to our
survival. (And, for reasons we don't
entirely understand, Allan and I have
always believed that it was important, in
the world sense, for Canada to survive.
But the vocabulary of the western world
has lost its ability to discuss value in
faith; rather, it is better suited to speak-
ing of cash values. George Grant was
thinking of value in faith when he wrote,
in Technology and Empire, “Canada’s
survival has always required the victory
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of political courage over immediate and
individual economic advantage.”

We have, in fact, had a surprisingly
good cash reward for our work in solid
timber construction but it is nonetheless
our faith in Canada and our belief that
people need to be unlocked from the
terrible prisons of technology, that has
kept us at it.

And that is why we chose the route
of teaching. It would have been easy to
make quick profit. We could have ac-
cepted the offers of multi-national cor-
porations who wanted to mass produce
the book and flood the U.S.A. with it.
We could have manufactured imifation
logs and sold packaged houses like hot-
dogs to those people who have been
educated to believe they are helpless.
But we could not have lived with the
thought that we'd sold out in the same
way we've so often cursed our politicians
and industrialists for doing. As Allan
says, “as soon as you get into mass pro-
duction you destroy the product and you
also destroy the market by sickening
people with a degraded product. There's
just too much at stake to risk that with
log building.” Allan believes that each
family who wants a log home should
build it themselves. In fact, they must, if
they're to achieve the economy possible;
but also for the tremendous impact this
project has upon its builders — not just
the men but also the women and children
too. It's hard work, which completely
changes anybody’s idea that you can
ever get anything for nothing. Rarely
will the self-built log home owner move
out, which encourages a much-needed
stability within society. And more . . . all
extremely difficult to describe because of
their spiritual qualities, but cogent
reasons why this field of teaching, rather
than the profit-oriented field of mer-
chandising or contracting, was the route
we chose. That it led to success didn’t
really surprise me. I think I've always
known how deeply Canadians feel about
their special heritage. And it’s a special
joy to us to be effectively encouraging
this open and so-practical expression of
that heritage.

What does surprise me is that others
are so astonished whenever they see me
shipping off cartons of books each week
to bookstores, universities, libraries, and
individuals, from here to Newfoundland,
north to Yellowknife, everywhere. Each
person, it seems, believes that he alone
is interested in a log home; that he alone
is writing to us. I do foster this, some-

what, by replying personally to every
Canadian letter (sometimes 50 and more
a day) but I often wonder why so many
of us feel isolated and alone in a subject
like this which is deep in our own special
culture. I blame the Purple Shirts. The
profit—motivatcd, mass merchandising,
upwardly mobile Purple Shirts.

The sector of society we have been
unable to fall in step with is The Estab-
lishment or what Allan dubbed The
Purple Shirts because of their elegant
costumes, beautiful coiffures and per-
fectly manicured hands. They regularly
try to make use of Allan’s name, his
book, my yearbook, or his buildings. And
always for profit, never seeming to care
what happens to Allan or his book or
his buildings, much less the general
public. For example, a book distributor
offering his *help” is really offering me
the opportunity to pay him 673% com-
mission for what I can do very -nicely
myself. But the Purple Shirt in action
is skilled at riding on the back of any-
body who is creating something. And
at what price ... for his suburban bun-
galow, office, secretary, expense account,
muscle car and all. What he gives society
is something we’ve never discovered, but
it's sad to find there are Purple Shirts
throughout  society, usually running
things. When a university professor asks
Allan’s advice, we eventually learn that
it's because they need the weight of his
recommendation to get federal funding
for “low cost native housing”, i.e., huge
sums of money for wretched little shacks
unworthy of any name. When Allan

refuses to degrade either the craft or

the Indians, the Purple Shirts skulk off.
Whenever a University, an Ottawa of-
feial, an Adult Education officer issues
an invitation for Allan to teach or advise
in their region, they almost invariably
begin with the assumption that log build-
ing is a degraded form of temporary Or
substandard minimal shelter. They are
almost invariably U.S.-oriented, too. Thus
we've come to realize that it's OK with
Purple Shirts if precious building timbers
are wasted on wilderness survival shelters,
summer cabins, or tourist information
booths because this doesn’t cut into the
“real” housing market. Yet try to ask
them to work toward the release of more
timber for people to use in homebuilding!
Or in making proper homebuilding train-
ing courses more widely available! No
profit there!

We have been appalled to confront,
time and again, the total deafness of our
dynamic leaders to the voices of the
ordinary Canadian. In fact, Independent
Canadians are no boon to a Purple
Shirt’s world; better, it would seem, that

-



we should all sit quietly in jails, half-
way houses, schools, remedial schools,
factories, mills, or mental hospitals so
that all the upwardly mobile Purple
Shirt professions can be fruitfully em-
ployed, “looking after us”. This is a real
fear that drives Allan Mackie to an added
sense of urgency and responsibility in his
work. “Men,” he declares, “must become
productive — not machines.”

So that is why Allan continues teaching
at the College of New Caledonia, in
Prince George, because it stabilizes the
locale for log builder training. We con-
tinue to revise and enlarge Building With
Logs and begun to publish a companion
yearbook, The Canadian Log House. We
continue to limit ourselves to Canada
because we relate on this subject to
Canadians only. This means ignoring a
large volume of U.S. mail which, if
answered, might encourage more U.S.
immigration and diminish hopes for our
culture, lands and timber.

And, instead of cashing in on the 1974
real estate boom, Allan spent a brutal
year teaching an 8-month log builder
course and in building the beautiful
Kerry Street urban log house as a Col-
lege demonstration project. Working 12
and 14-hour days throughout the sum-
mer, he completed the last detail the
day before he registered a new class of
log builders. It was, be it noted, no
mere accident that this large urban
residence of big handcrafted fir log has
a maple leaf 5 feet high in leaded glass
over the main entrance — the artist: B.
Allan Mackie. Hundreds, perhaps-
thousands, came to see that house. The
city bus tours re-routed to show the log
house off to the sightseers. Delegations
came from Ottawa, Victoria, elsewhere.
Allan poured a heart full of faith into
that house and, if I've made either him
or myself sound martyred, how far from
the truth that would be. To see the
visitors’ faces turn eager and fill with
hope, is a reward beyond cash. For peo-
ple suddenly saw that housing — superb
housing — was not impossible and that
men and women could still take up tools
and build. The trees are there. And,
while they need us, the Mackie family
will be there too. We seem to be, for
this brief period of history, the guardians
of an ancient craft that puts our country-
men into superior, debt-free housing. I
have to admit, that’s pretty nice work for
a couple of Independent Canadians.

(You can write to the Mackies’ at

P.O. Box 1205, Prince George, B.C.
V2L 4Y3. Ed.)

A log house prototype by B. Allan Mackie for the College of New Caledonia
located at 598 Kerry St., Prince George, B.C. 3

B. Allan Mackie and Mary Mackie. Interior view of the log house.
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