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Last month the group read 'A view from Castle Rock' by the Canadian writer Alice Monro who won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2013, having previously won many other prizes including the Booker International prize in 2009. She is seen as the finest writer of short stories, and has been compared to Chekov.  This collection is set in the framework of the real story of her Scottish ancestors crossing the Atlantic to Canada in the early 1800's and her own life growing up and still living in small town Ontario. She insists that this is not a memoir (although a map and a family tree would have been very useful) but admits that she has put herself at the centre and has explored the reality of stages in her own life.  However the actual figures around her took on their own life and colour, sometimes doing things that they had not really done during their time. 

Each story stands alone but they are grouped into sections.  Part One 'No Advantage' relates largely to the early days of the Laidlaws in Southern Scotland and then their moving to the richer but still difficult and harsh environment of Southern Ontario.  All this is based on factual material from public records and family writings  – long letters and detailed recollections that she has shaped into stories about them. The longest section is Part Two 'Home', based on episodes in her life – childhood, adolescence and young student years followed by a wide gap to more recent events when she is in her eighties and continues tracing more of her family history.  

Most of the group found the book very readable and all agreed that Munro shows compassionate understanding of the human condition and of ordinary lives. She has a strong sense of place and of history and a remarkable ability to travel into the minds and feelings of people long dead.  However it is her writing that holds one's attention.  The sentences glide gently along and then suddenly, with one word, erupt, conveying a dramatic change of emotion, gesture or action which is the turning point that moves the story along. 

Readers are recommended to try just one of Munro's stories in one of the numerous collections to enjoy her masterful style. 

