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The Other Side of the Bridge by Mary Lawson 

August 2010 –  4 groups met on August 4
th
, 5
th
, 6th, 11

th
 to discuss The Other Side 

of the Bridge by Mary Lawson. Here is some feedback of those four discussions.  

The Other Side of the Bridge is a moving and beautifully written novel. Mary 

Lawson’s style is unflashy and impressive. Like her fellow Canadians, Alice Munro and 

the late Carol Shields, she captures the joys and sorrows of people’s lives and makes 

them significant. She has a tremendous eye for detail. Her prose is plain and direct and 

her feel for characterisation and dialogue is inspired. The farming scenes are well 

depicted and realistic. Most of all, she tells a convincing and gripping story. A few 

selected comments: 

“I loved it with all my soul. I was there immediately - in a place I didn’t know.”  

“ I liked the very simple, precise prose. It reminded me of Hemingway.” 

“ It evoked many feelings and emotions for me – I got in touch with my adolescent self 

again.”  

“ I liked the structure - the time shifts - the newspaper headlines.” 

“ A “holistic” story – excellent - I couldn’t put it down.” 

“ I enjoyed reading it but the ending was a little predictable.” 

“A very good story - but too much guilt and tragedy for my taste.” 

“ Be careful not to say something you may regret - that was the message” 

“ I liked to see how the characters coped with tragedies - how they integrated them into 

their lives.”  

“ Some of the scenes of nature and the landscape were quite magical”  

The action takes place in Struan, an imaginary small town in the far north of Canada, 

set amidst wilderness and farmland, just north of New Liskeard : 

What was Struan, apart from a sawmill?, "a sorry bunch of stores lined up along a 

dusty main street with nothing in them anyone would want to buy", A couple of 



churches. the Hudson's Bay Company,  a post Office, a bank, Harper’s restaurant, 

Ben’s bar. A hotel - because , incredibly, some people chose to come to Struan for their 

vacations- and a little clutch of holiday cottages down by the lake. The lake was the 

town’s only asset, in Ian’s opinion..  

The population is involved in farming or employed at the sawmill and the local mine. 

There is also the Ojibway reserve, with its own self-contained community. But at the 

heart of the story is the relationship between two brothers Arthur and Jake Dunn. 

Lawson creates an atmosphere of suspense in the prologue:  

The boys are playing on their farm on the outskirts of Struan. Slow, big and heavy 13-

year-old Arthur and slight and reedy, handsome 8- year- old Jake, are playing a game 

with knives. The idea is to throw your knife into the earth, as close as possible to your 

opponent's naked foot. (Many of us have played similar games as children and recalled 

being stabbed in the finger or toe - not with knives but with pens or sharp sticks.) When 

Jake throws a knife directly at Arthur’s foot and blood spills, the tension and rivalry 

between them is obvious. Arthur wonders if Jake actually hates him. Arthur and Jake 

couldn’t be more different as siblings and their differences only increase as they grow 

older and seem to be leading - relentlessly - to tragedy. As our apprehension builds, we 

imagine what may happen, fearing the worst. 

Jake is a charmer and good-looking, a devious bully and does whatever he wants to do,  

damn the consequences. Jake’s mother fears losing him at any moment. She suffered 

many miscarriages before he was born and spoils and indulges him. Arthur knows his 

mother’s happiness depends on Jake’s well-being and feels he must protect his little 

brother. He takes this role very seriously and often shoulders the blame for Jake’s 

irresponsible behaviour.   

Jake pushes him too far eventually. He deliberately provokes Arthur until he loses 

patience and Arthur shouts at him “good!” when Jake claims he is falling dangerously 

below a bridge. Jake has goaded Arthur so many times before, Arthur can’t quite 

believe that this time his brother really is hurt. So badly that he is hospitalised for 

months. Arthur not only has failed to protect him, he has wished him ill. Solid, kind 

Arthur has cracked under pressure and feels guilty about what he said for the rest of his 

life. 

The story of Ian, a doctor's son of the next generation ( the 1950's), is interwoven with 

the story of the Dunn family. Ian becomes obsessed with Arthur's wife, Laura and gets a 

job on Arthur's farm in order to be near her.  



On a small farm about two miles outside Struan there lived a beautiful woman. She was 

tall and willowy with a lot of fair hair ......Her name was Laura Dunn--- Laura, her own 

name -soft and beautiful like she was : Dunn, her husband’s name, solid and lumpen 

like her husband. 

Our first impression of Laura is idyllic. She sounds like a character from a fairy story. 

We aren’t told the story from her point of view. We are only given glimpses of her 

thoughts and feelings. We learn that she doubts the existence of God, even though she is 

a rector’s daughter. During their marriage, she grows to appreciate Arthur’s qualities, 

but she can’t resist being attracted again by the charismatic Jake - even after he has 

deserted her. 

At first we only see her through the eyes of fifteen year old Ian. And he idealises her in 

every way. After Ian’s mother goes off with another man to live in Toronto and leaves 

Ian behind to live with his father, Ian watches Laura ( even stalks her) , taking comfort 

in observing a perfect mother figure. We thought that his behaviour was a little creepy. 

But it didn’t stop us from liking him. He is careful to not be seen and he doesn’t 

actually do anyone any harm. (We thought if computers had been invented then he 

would probably have been less bored. He would have more likely spent his time  

searching the web or on face book.) A modern teenager, he resents the tedium, his 

broken family and everyone’s assumption that he will follow his father and grandfather 

to become the town doctor.  

The story moves back and forth in time. Each chapter starts with a headline of the 

period from the local newspaper the Tamiskaming Speaker: 

 "Cattle Run Amok- Men Chased to Lumber Piles- Rifles Used ", March 1925 

"Speckled Trout Season Starts on Saturday", .April 1960 

“Cow killed on north road. “ April 1939 

“ Runaway truck finishes up in Mill Creek” May 1943.  

These local “non-events” contrast with both the drama and mayhem of the private life 

of the characters and with the drama and mayhem of the global picture. Our favourite 

“non-event” was the death of a cow in 1939. Lawson has used genuine headlines from 

the archives. We thought these were clever and amusing devices.. 

One or two of us would have preferred a chronological order. The majority appreciated 

the intricate moving backwards and forwards in time. We are able to see the history and 



development of the Dunn family’s story from  different perspectives. We see why 

Arthur feels so guilty about what he said to Jake . We discussed the impact of saying  

things we’ve regretted afterwards, some of us with  lifelong consequences. Suspense is 

heightened by switching from one time to another. We never know quite what to expect. 

And there is the absence of Jake. Where is he? When is he going to reappear? We’re 

waiting for him and for the drama between the brothers to be played out. These 

questions add to a sense of impending doom which hovers throughout. 

Lawson writes with admirable economy, but still manages to pack in a wealth of 

atmosphere and detail without in any way impeding the flow of the story. She weaves in 

Ian's fishing expeditions with Pete, his Ojibway friend, a friendship which sums up the 

complex relationship between the two communities. Both boys have a sense of 

belonging but Pete’s love of the land and the lake is stronger than Ian’s. Pete knows for 

sure he wants to stay. It’s in his blood and his soul. As a teenager Ian is forever 

dreaming of escaping. We all felt he would end up in the town as its doctor. We know, 

even if he doesn’t yet, that he would be miserable in a city. Ian is drawn to the wonder 

of nature. Pete and Ian share a quite magical moment together - watching thousands of 

dragonflies,  

like a vast army of tiny helicopters, hovering, almost motionless apart from a slight 

swaying to maintain their position on the up-draught of warm air from the lake. All of 

them were facing inwards as if they’d been on their way somewhere and had come 

smack up against a sheet of glass. 

The dragonflies have been doing this for two to three hundred million years, Pete points 

out. Ian is mesmerised and 

believes if he lives to be a hundred, he will always remember this moment. He wants to 

hang on to the feeling of detachment- to a state of not-being. A state of no-time. No past, 

no present, no future. He thought it would be good to stay like that for the rest of his life. 

Relationships between fathers and sons are explored. Ian has a close bond with his 

father. After Ian’s mother leaves,  Ian and his father are left alone together and try to 

help each other. Although his father is very sad and depressed, he still asks Ian to 

forgive his mother. We never find out if Ian has managed to do this. We see that he 

never opens any of her letters but misses them a lot when they stop coming.  

Arthur’s relationship with his father is just as close but more practical and solid. They 

don’t say much to each other but actions speak louder than words. When his father is 



killed by a tractor, Arthur is inconsolable. Only his father’s horses are able to comfort 

him. 

Jake and his father are not close - they are on totally different wavelengths. Jake has his 

mother’s adoration, but it’s his father’s love that he craves. Jake doesn’t fit into a 

farming community. We discussed at some length if Jake could have got closer to his 

father by helping around him the farm more. Instead he avoids farm duties at all costs. 

We differed in how much we warmed to Jake. One or two thought Laura should have 

left Arthur for Jake because her life would have been more exciting! But Jake seems  

selfish and egotistical – he’s probably not a bad person but very different to his brother 

and father. Jake is volatile, charming and wins people over. Arthur is a strong, silent 

type. A man unable to show his emotions easily. But good and solid and reliable. Most 

of us felt Laura did the right thing by appreciating these qualities and staying with him.  

 It is not easy to write  a compelling story about good people, and nearly all the people 

in The Other Side of the Bridge are decent, generous and altruistic, including Arthur, the 

town doctor and Ian, Pete, the Luntz family and the German prisoners of war. Struan is 

a place in which people help one another out; housewives take cooked meals to a family 

in distress, the doctor doesn’t charge those who would find it hard to pay. Everyone 

knows everyone else, and the novel's strength is that by its end we more or less know 

everyone too. 

When the second world war comes,  the youth of the town rush to enlist, or, in Arthur's 

case, try to  - he is turned down on account of flat feet. And, come the Dieppe raid, 

there is a communal tragedy: many households receive one or more numbing telegrams. 

The Luntz family lose all three sons. The irony of war is emphasised – German 

Canadian immigrants are killed fighting against Germany whilst German  prisoners-of-

war  are working on their land. Then there is the tragic story of the horrifically wounded 

Ted’s suicide. We were all moved deeply by these stories. We were relieved that the 

German characters were painted sympathetically. And we enjoyed very much their 

Germanic  pronunciation of English which we agreed was very accurate. At the war's 

end, Arthur finds himself almost the only survivor of his generation.  

Almost - for there is also Jake. Jake re-appears, driving a flashy car; he has the allure of 

the stranger returning. Some of us imagined him as a James Dean figure. The bad guy 

always seems more exciting than the solid, reliable guy. Why had he come back? Ian 

admires him for a while. Until he notices Jake hanging around Laura all of the time. 



The separate strands of this elegantly constructed story are pulled together, and the 

tragedy we’ve been waiting for strikes.  

None of us expected the ending. Carter is obviously Jake’s son but he is only ever in the 

background. Carter’s death was the last thing on our minds. We’d imagined Arthur 

killing Jake in a jealous rage, or Laura leaving Arthur for Jake. Or maybe even a 

surprise reconciliation between the brothers. Jake could have seemed too dark a 

character, but we’re encouraged to feel sorry for him and we’re aware that he envies 

Arthur’s domestic happiness. Jake admits that Laura is a wonderful wife and mother. 

He seems to regret not having married her himself. Jake has definitely not triumphed by 

his selfish behaviour. We would have liked more insight into Jake’s thoughts and 

feelings. The story is told with a bias towards Arthur. If there is a flaw in the 

storytelling, perhaps the brothers are drawn as too” black and white.” 

The epilogue ties up some loose ends. We see Ian has returned to take his father’s place 

as the town doctor. His wife assists him with the practice. He has wisely chosen a wife 

who loves the North and is happy to live there. Feeling such guilt for having warned 

Arthur about Jake and Laura and feeling partly responsible for Carter’s death, Ian has  

avoided treating Arthur himself for years. But they are reconciled as Arthur is dying.  

The ending is perhaps  a little predictable – we all knew Ian would choose to return to 

Struan. And we were all pleased with his decision. His talents would have been wasted 

otherwise. He is a natural doctor – we have seen his skill with his father’s patients - and 

we are given strong hints that he feels he belongs in Struan. He has a kind way with 

people and is compassionate to Laura.  Laura fears that Arthur doesn’t know that she 

loves him. She thinks he has always felt second best to Jake. She is worried that Arthur 

thinks she only married him to avoid the shame of being left by Jake, whilst expecting 

his child. Laura confesses this fear to Ian. He is able to comfort her, assuring her that he 

can see that Arthur believes she loves him.  

“ It’s true, Laura. I know, because in spite of .... everything, that is not an unhappy man 

up there. I’ve spent enough time with him lately to know.” 

The title implies other worlds away from our own, where the grass may be greener on 

the other side. It is also on a bridge that Arthur and Jake’s rivalry comes to a tragic 

climax. It also gives a sense of whether we belong to a place or not. Although tragedy 

abounds in the novel, such is its humanity and its wisdom that the effect is not 

dismaying, but somehow reassuring. We are left feeling that appalling things happen, 

and are done, but in the end ordinary decency somehow wins through.  



Highly recommended 

This is a fine book - an engrossing read, skilfully straightforward yet wonderfully 

intricate.  

Canada has produced many excellent female writers – here is another. 

 

 

 

  

  

 
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 


