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Sheila Burnford and The Incredible Journey

Sheila Burnford's The Incredible Journey is a timeless classic that has
captivated readers of all ages since its publication in 1961. This
heartwarming tale chronicles the epic journey of two dogs and a cat as they
traverse the Canadian wilderness in search of their owners. Burnford's
ability to evoke emotion and create vivid imagery has made her work a staple
in children's literature and a beloved story among animal lovers everywhere.
This article delves into the background of the author, the plot of the novel,
its themes, and its enduring impact on literature and popular culture.

Background of Sheila Burnford

Sheila Burnford was born on March 11, 1918, in a small town in Canada. She
grew up in the picturesque landscapes of the Canadian countryside, which
would later influence her writing immensely. Burnford had a deep love for
animals from a young age, and this passion is evident in her works.

- Education and Career: Burnford attended the University of Toronto, where
she studied literature. After graduating, she pursued a career in writing and
became a published author in the 1950s. Her first notable work was The
Incredible Journey, which was inspired by her own experiences with her pets
and her love for nature.

- Personal Life: Burnford married a prominent Canadian soldier and had three
children. Her family life and experiences as a mother played a significant
role in shaping her stories, allowing her to connect with young readers on a
personal level.

Plot Summary of The Incredible Journey

The Incredible Journey follows the adventures of three animal companions:
Luath, a young Labrador Retriever; Bodger, an old Bull Terrier; and Tao, a
Siamese cat. The story unfolds as they embark on a grueling journey across
the Canadian wilderness to find their owners, who are on an extended trip.

Setting the Scene

The story begins with the family of the animals, the Mortensons, leaving
their home in the Canadian wilderness for a trip to a remote cottage. They
are unable to bring their pets along, so Luath, Bodger, and Tao are left in
the care of a friend. However, the animals quickly decide to embark on their
own adventure, determined to reunite with their beloved family.



The Journey

The trio faces numerous challenges along their journey. They must navigate
treacherous terrain, encounter wild animals, and find food and shelter. Each
character showcases unique qualities that contribute to their survival:

1. Luath: As a young and energetic dog, Luath is the natural leader of the
group. His loyalty, courage, and determination drive the team forward.

2. Bodger: Although he is old and somewhat slow, Bodger’s wisdom and
experience prove invaluable during their trials. He provides a sense of calm
and stability to the group.

3. Tao: The clever and resourceful cat adds a different perspective to the
group dynamics. Tao's agility and intellect often help the team out of
difficult situations.

Throughout their adventure, the bond between the animals strengthens,
showcasing the themes of loyalty, friendship, and the instinctual drive to
return home.

Themes and Motifs

The Incredible Journey is rich in themes that resonate with readers,
contributing to its lasting appeal:

1. Loyalty and Friendship

At its core, the novel illustrates the unwavering loyalty and friendship
among the three animals. Despite the obstacles they face, their commitment to
one another is unshakeable. This theme serves as a reminder of the importance
of companionship, especially in times of adversity.

2. The Bond Between Humans and Animals

Burnford beautifully captures the profound connection between humans and
their pets. The animals' determination to return home reflects the deep love
and attachment they share with their owners. This theme resonates with anyone
who has experienced the joy of pet ownership.

3. Survival and Resilience

The story emphasizes the instincts of animals and their ability to adapt and
survive in challenging circumstances. The journey serves as a testament to
resilience, showcasing how the characters use their strengths to overcome
obstacles and keep moving forward.



4. Nature and the Environment

Burnford's vivid descriptions of the Canadian wilderness paint a breathtaking
picture of nature's beauty and challenges. The setting becomes a character in
itself, influencing the animals' journey and experiences. This theme
encourages readers to appreciate the natural world and recognize its
significance.

Literary Impact and Adaptations

Since its publication, The Incredible Journey has had a profound impact on
literature, particularly in the realm of children's books. The novel has been
praised for its engaging storytelling and ability to convey deep emotions
through the perspective of animals.

1. Influence on Children’s Literature

Burnford's work has inspired countless authors to explore similar themes in
their writing. The blend of adventure, emotion, and animal characters has
become a hallmark of children's literature, leading to the creation of many
beloved stories that follow in its footsteps.

2. Film Adaptations

The Incredible Journey was adapted into a live-action film by Walt Disney
Productions in 1963, bringing the story to a wider audience. The film
captured the essence of the novel, showcasing the animals’ journey with
stunning visuals and heartfelt performances.

In 1993, a further adaptation, Homeward Bound: The Incredible Journey, was
released, modernizing the story while maintaining its core themes. The film’s
success led to a sequel and has remained a family favorite, introducing new
generations to Burnford's tale.

3. Cultural Relevance

The themes of The Incredible Journey have remained relevant over the years,
resonating with audiences in a changing world. The story continues to be
taught in schools, encouraging discussions about friendship, loyalty, and the
importance of caring for animals.

Conclusion

Sheila Burnford's The Incredible Journey is a remarkable tale that transcends
time and continues to resonate with readers. Through the lens of three
beloved animal characters, Burnford explores profound themes of loyalty,
friendship, and the bond between humans and animals. The novel's impact on



literature and its adaptations in film further solidify its place in the
hearts of many.

As we continue to navigate a world filled with challenges and uncertainties,
the story of Luath, Bodger, and Tao reminds us of the enduring power of love
and the incredible journeys we embark upon, both in life and in spirit.
Whether read as a child or revisited in adulthood, The Incredible Journey
remains a cherished classic, inspiring readers to appreciate the beauty of
friendship and the resilience of the heart.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Incredible Journey'
by Sheila Burnford?

The central theme of 'The Incredible Journey' is the bond of loyalty and
friendship among animals, showcasing their determination and courage as they
embark on a perilous journey to reunite with their owners.

Who are the main animal characters in 'The Incredible
Journey'?

The main animal characters in 'The Incredible Journey' are Luath, the
Labrador retriever, Bodger, the bull terrier, and Tao, the Siamese cat, each
representing different traits that contribute to their survival and teamwork.

How does Sheila Burnford portray the relationship
between humans and animals in the book?

Sheila Burnford portrays the relationship between humans and animals as
deeply interconnected, emphasizing the loyalty and emotional bonds that
exist, as well as the animals' instinctual drive to return to their loving
owners.

What challenges do the animals face during their
journey in the story?

Throughout 'The Incredible Journey', the animals face numerous challenges
including harsh weather conditions, difficult terrains, encounters with wild
animals, and the struggles of finding food and shelter.

What literary techniques does Sheila Burnford use to
enhance the story?

Sheila Burnford uses vivid imagery, anthropomorphism, and a third-person
narrative perspective to enhance the emotional depth and realism of the
animals' experiences, making the reader feel connected to their journey.

How has 'The Incredible Journey' influenced popular



culture and literature?

'The Incredible Journey' has influenced popular culture and literature by
inspiring adaptations, including a popular Disney film, and has become a
classic in children's literature, celebrated for its heartwarming portrayal
of animal adventure and loyalty.
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