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The Editor’s Circle was established in 2020 to celebrate the  

100th anniversary of Canada’s History / The Beaver magazine.  

Now The Beaver returns in a special print supplement within  

the pages of Canada’s History magazine.

An annual giving program, the Editor’s Circle supports  

Canada’s History’s second century of storytelling. Patrons and 

Supporters, whose gifts range from $500 to $10,000+, are recognized 

here. Integral to our editorial success, donors’ contributions  

empower us to share more diverse stories of Canada’s past. 

We are grateful for the loyalty and generosity of all the subscribers 

and donors whose support helps to keep history alive — and helps  

us put The Beaver back into the pages of Canada’s History. 

THANK YOU TO THE 

2022 EDITOR’S CIRCLE 
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Karine Duhamel wrote 
“We are all Treaty People.” 
Duhamel is Anishinaabe-
Métis and holds a PhD in 
history from the University 

of Manitoba. She is the former director of 
research for the National Inquiry into Miss-
ing and Murdered Indigenous Women 
and Girls and has worked in education, 
museum curation, and law. She is now 
a public servant working in the area of 
violence prevention and a frequently 
requested speaker for the Treaty Relations 
Commission of Manitoba.

Miles Morrisseau wrote “A 
National Crime.”  A member 
of the Métis Nation, Morris-
seau graduated from the Pro-
gram in Journalism for Native 

People at Western University in 1986. He 
was the national Indigenous affairs reporter 
for CBC Radio and has served as the editor-
in-chief of both the award-winning Indig-
enous newspaper Nativebeat, the Beat of a 
Different Drum and Indian Country Today, 
the largest Native American weekly news-
paper in the United States. He is currently a 
special correspondent for ICTnews. 

Hendrik Van Gijseghem is 
the co-author of “Secrets of 
the Ruins.” Since 2017, Van 
Gijseghem has worked as 
project lead for archaeology 

and history at Pointe-à-Callière, Montreal 
Archaeology and History Complex. Previ-
ously, he directed research projects in 
Quebec and Peru. He holds a BA and 
an MA from Université de Montréal and 
a PhD from the University of California, 
Santa Barbara. 

Helen Kalvak’s 1969 print From People to Animals 
(stonecut on paper, Co-op/50, 45.6 x 61 cm) appears on 
the cover of The Beaver supplement in this issue. Born 
in 1901 on Victoria Island, she died in 1984 at Holman 
(now Ulukhaktok), N.W.T., where she settled in 1960 and 

began her career as a graphic artist. After helping to establish the Hol-
man Eskimo Co-operative in 1961, Kalvak created drawings for craft 
items such as parkas and mittens. They portrayed traditional Copper 
Inuit life but also stories she learned from her father, who trained her as 
an angakuk, or shaman. Many of her drawings represent interrelation-
ships between human and animal worlds, such as the transformation 
between an angakuk and animal spirit helpers or guides. More than 
150 of her drawings were made into prints for sale as art, including 
stonecuts by printmaker Harry Egotak such as From People to Animals. 
Kalvak was a member of the Royal Canadian Academy of Arts and was 
appointed to the Order of Canada.

Tim Cook wrote “A Great 
Machine of Healing.” Chief 
historian at the Canadian 
War Museum, Cook curated 
the First World War perma-

nent gallery and has also curated numer-
ous temporary exhibitions. In 2012 he was 
awarded the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee 
Medal for his contributions to Canadian 
history, and in 2013 he received the Gov-
ernor General’s History Award for Popular 
Media (the Pierre Berton Award). He is a 
Member of the Order of Canada and the 
award-winning author of fourteen books.

Chris Koostachin is the 
co-author of “Founding Fort 
Severn” and has been a resi-
dent of Fort Severn, Ontario, 
since infancy. A lifetime of 

living on the land and learning from his 
Elders has provided him with a unique 
insight into the relationship between past 
and present lifestyles. A well-recognized 
guide, instructor, and gatherer/provider 
of traditional renewable resources, he has 
been a member of the Canadian Rangers 
for twenty-four years and is currently in his 
second mandate as a band councillor. 

Louise Pothier is the co-
author of “Secrets of the 
Ruins.” Curator and chief 
archaeologist at Pointe-à-
Callière, Montreal Archaeol-

ogy and History Complex, she has been 
working in heritage conservation and inter-
pretation for thirty years. She manages the 
Archéologie du Québec collection, which 
is produced by Pointe-à-Callière in partner-
ship with the ministère de la Culture et des 
Communications du Québec. 

François Gignac is the 
co-author of “Secrets of 
the Ruins.” A graduate of 
Université de Montréal, he 
is an expert in architectural 

archaeology and in the restoration and 
conservation of built heritage. He has 
worked on several archaeological sites in 
Greece and Quebec. In 2018 he joined 
Pointe-à-Callière, Montreal Archaeology 
and History Complex, where he now 
holds the position of archaeologist. 

Jean-Luc Pilon is the co-
author of “Founding Fort 
Severn.” After completing 
archaeology studies at the 
University of Toronto and 

at Université Laval in Quebec City, Pilon 
began a career at the Canadian Museum 
of History that lasted more than thirty-
three years. He has conducted fieldwork 
across Canada, including several years at 
Fort Severn, Ontario — a profound learn-
ing experience made richer by the warm 
welcome he received.

Bill Waiser wrote “Saved 
from the Wreckage.” Waiser 
has published nineteen 
books, the most recent of 
which, In Search of Almighty 

Voice: Resistance and Reconciliation, was 
launched — at the request of the Elders — at 
the One Arrow First Nation powwow.  He has 
received the Order of Canada, the Saskatch-
ewan Order of Merit, the 2016 Governor 
General’s Literary Award for Non-Fiction, and 
the 2019 Governor General’s History Award 
for Popular Media (the Pierre Berton Award).

On the cover of The Beaver
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Superior Colours & Heritage of Northern Ontario Tour  
Book early on this tour to enjoy Northern Ontario’s heritage and scenery   
Wednesday September 27 to Sunday October 1, 2023

Reserve now for the fall of 2023 on this popular 5-day, 4-night fall colours tour from Toronto to Sudbury, Ontario on VIA 
Rail’s dome car The Canadian for some great fall foliage viewing through the Muskoka region. This exclusive package 
features all daylight travel with hotel stays each night, plus 2 full travel days on VIA Rail’s Sudbury to White River remote 
rail service or Rail Diesel Car (like a large bus on the rails and the last of its kind in Ontario!) to see some pristine parts 
of the Canadian Shield in the fall.  Also includes visits to learn about the mining history and topography of the region, 
Northern Ontario Railway Museum, and White River Museum to enjoy “A Bear named Winnie” presentation, where 
this now famous bear cub was first adopted.  The final day will be travelling from Sudbury by motor coach, providing 
the opportunity to tour the Coldwater Heritage Village and Woodrow Homestead.  Package includes most meals, plus 
additional heritage presentations, tour director, detailed tour info kit and more.  

Price $1,295.00 CDN + HST (Per person Double Occupancy. Single supplement $500.00) 

FINAL DEADLINE AUGUST 11, 2023

Across Canada & Mountains in the Spring 
Featuring two of the most scenic rail journeys in Canada 

Wednesday June 7 to Tuesday June 20, 2023

Round-trip from Toronto to Northern BC’s Pacific Coast, this comprehensive tour features two of VIA Rail’s most 
iconic trains! This 14-day,13-night package allows you to experience the heritage, size and scenery of the 
country including the Canadian Shield, Prairies, Rocky and Coastal Mountains. Travel on the Canadian to enjoy 
the domed observation areas, lounges, and meals prepared by VIA’s chefs in the dining car, plus sleeping car 
accommodations. Then travel on the Jasper–Prince Rupert all-daylight train, enjoying the views of both the Rocky 
and Coastal Mountains, Bulkley Canyon, Fraser and Skeena Rivers, quadruple Kitselas Tunnels and more. Includes 
a 3-night hotel stay in Jasper, plus 2 nights each in Prince George & Prince Rupert, Maligne Lake Boat Tour, visits 
to the Columbia Icefields, North Pacific Cannery Historic Site, Cow’s Bay shopping district, Museum of Northern 
BC, and additional exclusive heritage experiences. 

Train Section/Berth(s) - $5,995.00 – Train Cabin(s) - $7,595.00 (Per Person Double Occupancy)  

Single supplement add $800.00. FINAL PAYMENT DEADLINE APRIL 15, 2023.

Halifax Heritage and the Sinking of the Titanic 
First 10 bookings will receive a souvenir book 

Wednesday April 12 to Monday April 17, 2023

Round trip from Toronto, Kingston or Ottawa (through Montreal): experience the scenic rail journey through Canada’s 
Atlantic region and discover the RMS Titanic’s links to Halifax, Nova Scotia. This six-day, five-night tour features 
sleeping car accommodation to and from Montreal and Halifax on VIA Rail’s train The Ocean, including one night 
and one full day each way to enjoy included meals in the dining car and passing views of the maritime provinces. 
Our tour director will escort guests during their three-night stay in Halifax on daily visits to attractions such as the 
Maritime Museum of the Atlantic, Province House, the Halifax Citadel, Pier 21/The Canadian Museum of Immigration, 
St. Paul’s Church, the Grand Parade, and other heritage sites.  Author Blair Beed will give onsite talks about the Halifax 
explosion and the Fairview Lawn Cemetery.   The package also features local seafood meals (such as a pan-fried 
haddock dinner), a tour of the Alexander Keith heritage brewery, a detailed tour information kit and more.  

Train Cabin(s) - $2,595.00 (Per Person Double Occupancy) Single supplement add $600.00

ALL ABOARD WITH CANADA’S HISTORY 
AND RAIL TRAVEL TOURS

NO RISK BOOKINGS! JUST $250 PER PERSON DEPOSIT — REFUNDED IF TOUR IS CANCELLED.

 More details on the above at CanadasHistory.ca/travel. To book your space 
 or for more details call RAIL TRAVEL TOURS toll free at 1-866-704-3528 

Suggested pre- and post-tour nights at hotels usually located close to the train stations can  
be booked for you depending on availability.  Prices shown do not include applicable taxes. 



hen the last residential school 
in Canada closed in 1996, I 

was just starting my career in journal-
ism. Arriving at the New Brunswick 
Telegraph-Journal, I quickly gravitated to 
the natural resources and environment 
beats. As a farm boy from a mining and 
fishing village, I felt an affinity with and 
interest in those who earned their living 
from land and sea.

Working in Moncton and cover-
ing southeastern New Brunswick, I 
often wrote stories that involved 
Indigenous communities like Fort 
Folly and Burnt Church. In 1999, I 
reported from wharfside as violence 
erupted on Miramichi 
Bay in the wake of 
the Supreme Court’s 
Marshall decision that 
a f f irmed the f ishing 
r ight s  of  Mi ’kmaq, 
Maliseet, and Passama-
quoddy peoples.

During my time at 
the Telegraph-Journal, 
and later at the Calgary Herald and 
at Canwest News Service in Win-
nipeg, we covered many Indigenous 
stories. However, I don’t recall any-
one mentioning residential schools 
or the intergenerational harms they 
inflicted. It was as if a century and a 
half of the schools’ existence had been 
erased from the public consciousness.

When the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada issued its report 
in 2015 on the physical, mental, and 
sexual abuses that were rife at residential 
schools, it was a searing indictment of 
Canada’s centuries-long effort to colo-
nize First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peo-
ples. The TRC’s report shocked many 
Canadians, who wondered, why didn’t 
anyone in authority speak up? How 
could they not know?

The truth is, generations of political 
leaders didn’t care to know. A century ago, 
the chief medical officer of the Depart-
ment of Indian Affairs tried to alert Cana-
dians to the “national crime” taking place 
at residential schools across the West. Dr. 

Peter Bryce’s report on the negligent lack 
of health care and the mistreatment of 
children at residential schools was ignored 
by authorities, and he was subsequently 
shunned for being a whistle-blower.

In this issue, Métis journalist Miles 
Morrisseau explores the tragic legacy of 
Bryce’s report, and shares how residen-
tial schools impacted his own family. “A 
National Crime” is one of four articles 
found in this year’s The Beaver supple-
ment. Also included in this special sec-
tion are a story on the founding of Fort 
Severn in northern Ontario; a tale of 
survival following a 1910 shipwreck on 
Hudson Bay; and an essay on Indigenous 

perspectives on Treaties. 
And that’s not all — this 
issue also includes two 
more feature articles: a story 
about First World War sur-
geon John McCrae, author 
of “In Flanders Fields,” and 
another on archaeological 
research in Montreal at the 
former site of the Parlia-

ment of the Province of Canada.
Today Bryce’s report is finally being 

read. Meanwhile, the federal bureaucrat 
who tried to bury it is all but forgotten.

During his lifetime, Duncan Camp-
bell Scott, the deputy superintendent of 
the Department of Indian Affairs from 
1913 to 1932, was also renowned as one 
of Canada’s greatest poets.

Scott loved the idea of Indigenous 
peoples and idealized them in his odes. 
But he did not care for Indigenous 
peoples themselves. Scott hoped that 
residential schools would solve what he 
called Canada’s “Indian problem.”

A century later, Scott’s reputation 
and legacy are dead. Meanwhile, Indig-
enous cultures, traditions, and languages 
are very much alive — in large measure 
thanks to the resilience and determina-
tion of generations of residential school 
survivors and their descendants.

W
An ode to resilience

this now famous bear cub was first adopted.  The final day will be travelling from Sudbury by motor coach, providing 
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*Scheduled for April 2023, the program is subject to change due to the pandemic.
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Curious Canadian
In the article “Sitting on Fire” (August-
September 2022) writer Shezan 
Muhammedi implies that Canadians 
should not ask other Canadians where 
they came from. The author suggests 
that, by doing so, questioners can be 
seen as perhaps attempting to belittle 
those they are questioning. That could 
be true in some cases, but that is no rea-
son to criticize askers such as me who 
are genuinely interested in people. As 
a world traveller, I find people interest-
ing to talk with and have always — yes, 
always — found those I asked to be 
interested in telling me about themselves.

Larry Wade 
Ottawa

Patriotes praise
Plaudits to Canada’s History for pub-
lishing the article “Patriotes Down 
Under” (August-September 2022) by 
Deke Richards about the Patriotes in 
Lower Canada. This is a seldom-told 
part of our history that needed the 
coverage you provided. Good work 
on your part! The other half of this 
relatively unknown story is the four-
teen armed incursions by the Patriote 
army into Upper Canada from the 
United States, which occurred between 
December 1837 and December 1838.

Dr. John C. Carter 
Sauble Beach, Ontario

A tale of two Franklins
Regarding the references to Arctic 
explorer Sir John Franklin in the 
article “Patriotes Down Under”: We 

are told that he was a “nephew of the 
American revolutionary Benjamin 
Franklin.” However, this John Frank-
lin was not Ben Franklin’s nephew. 
Benjamin Franklin did have a brother 
named John, who had a son named 
John. The birth and death dates of 
this John Franklin, who was in fact 
Benjamin’s nephew, were 1716 and 
1792. Sir John Franklin lived from 
1786 to 1847.

Anne Morton 
via email

Editor’s note: The alleged relationship 
between John and Ben Franklin was 
based on a quote from the 1846 memoir 
of American prisoner Linus Miller, who 
had been incarcerated at a penal colony 
in Van Diemen’s Land that was over-
seen by John Franklin. Miller wrote: 
“Strange, that even a nephew of our 
immortal Benjamin Franklin, could 
have been so destitute of honorable feel-
ings and principles.” A family connec-
tion between Ben and John Franklin 
has not been independently verified. 
However, the tale of the two Franklins 
prompted much conjecture and conver-
sation among historians and even from 
a descendant of Miller. Their comments 
follow this note.

I agree that the claimed uncle-nephew 
relationship between Benjamin and 
John Franklin is likely spurious. How-
ever, I would not rule out the possibility 
of a relationship at a greater degree of 
separation — such as great-uncle/nephew 
or a more distant cousin. It may be difficult 

to verify any relationship.
That said, Linus Miller had a clear 

motive to disparage John Franklin. 
Franklin represented the despised Brit-
ish regime that had sentenced him to 
death. (He narrowly avoided that fate 
by having his sentence changed to pris-
on time in Van Dieman’s Land).

It is not surprising that Miller con-
demned John Franklin to the lowest 
and hottest levels of hell. I can imag-
ine Miller and his compatriots raising a 
glass when they learned that Franklin 
had been lost in the Arctic.

Norm Howard 
Linus Miller’s great-grandson 

Santa Rosa,California

I have not researched this in-depth, 
but I can find no connection between 
Benjamin and John Franklin. Sir John 
Franklin’s family was from Lincoln-
shire, England, while Benjamin was 
born in New England — this alone 
makes it unlikely. They were certainly 
not uncle and nephew, but it is pos-
sible that there was a more distant rela-
tionship. I think all one can say is that 
it is revealing that Linus Miller made 
the claim. What he wanted to do was 
to demonstrate the superiority of the 
American republic as opposed to the 
(at least in his eyes) wayward and infe-
rior British Empire, which he saw as a 
junior thing.

Dr. Hamish Maxwell-Stewart 
University of New England, Australia

Email comments to editors@CanadasHistory.ca or 

write to Canada’s History, Bryce Hall Main Floor, 515 

Portage Avenue, Winnipeg, MB R3B 2E9 Canada. 
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“Into the Light” (August-September 2022) was an interesting and 
informative article but missed a very important woman: Elsie Holloway 
of St. John’s, Newfoundland. She and her brother Bert established the 
first portrait studio in Newfoundland in the early 1900s. She continued 
the studio after Bert’s death in the First World War, and she captured 
American pilot Amelia Earhart on film as she began her solo transatlan-
tic flight from Harbour Grace in 1932. Born in 1882, Elsie Holloway 
died at eighty-nine, largely unacknowledged. Apparently, many of her 
glass negatives were at one time stripped of their emulsion and used to 
build a greenhouse.

Gill Magnan 
Ottawa

Photographer Elsie Hol-
loway poses a dog in her 
St. John’s, Newfoundland, 
studio circa 1930.

Out of focus
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In the late 1800s, the Hudson’s Bay Company began to 

transition away from the fur trade and into retail sales. HBC 

outposts across the Northwest were turned into general 

stores that offered a host of supplies and items required 

by settlers as they flooded by the thousands into the 
region. Meanwhile, in larger towns and cities, a new shop-

ping mecca arose — the department store.

Beginning in 1913, the HBC opened six flagship 
department stores in Western Canada: in Calgary, 

Edmonton, Victoria, Vancouver, Saskatoon, and Win-

nipeg. As the twentieth century continued, increasing 

numbers of shoppers began to think of the HBC as only 

a retailer; the fur trade, for centuries the heartbeat of the 

company, became a fading memory.

However, the HBC continued to sell furs for decades 

after the rise of retail. In the September 1935 issue of The 

Beaver, the magazine’s editors published a two-part photo 

essay that detailed the process of grading and then stor-

ing furs (along with other perishable items) for future sale.

The first part of the article, “The Experts,” explained 
the great care and expertise that went into properly 

inspecting furs and ranking their quality. The second part, 

“Cold Storage,” offered readers a behind-the-scenes look 

at the cold storage facility at Beaver House in London, 

England, where raw furs, along with frozen fish and other 
perishable items, were processed and stored.

The article, by an unnamed author, explained the 

extensive training process that went into developing 

skilled fur graders: “Fur graders are not made in a day, 

and each of the men grading in these photographs has 

worked his way up through four or five years of training 
to grading lowly muskrat, and, by slow stages according 

to his proficiency, he may advance from that to grading 
the mink and silver foxes that will find their way to the 
shops of Bond Street and Fifth Avenue.”

The author wrote with pride about the then-state-

of-the-art refrigeration units housed within the cold-

storage facility.

“In these storage rooms the temperature is kept so 

low that the men working there must wear blanket 

coats,” the article said, adding that the refrigeration 

units create “Arctic conditions in the heart of London.”

Cool and calculating
The September 1935 issue of The Beaver gave readers a tour of the 

Hudson’s Bay Company’s fur-grading and cold-storage operations in 

London, England. by Mark Reid

Clockwise from left: Hudson’s Bay Company experts grade silver fox furs. Fur graders inspect muskrat pelts for deficiencies. Assorted 
furs are hung in “sale lots” for inspection by buyers. A grader removes white fox furs from a special cage that removes sawdust used 
during the fur-cleaning process.
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Relic, played by Robert Clothier, roars 
through the surf in search of logs to salvage 
in a scene from The Beachcombers.



LEFT: CBC PHOTO ARCHIVES. BOTTOM RIGHT: CBC PHOTO ARCHIVES. BOTTOM FAR RIGHT: FACEBOOK

PHOTOGRAPHIC MEMORY

Recalling The 
Beachcombers
On October 1, 1972, Canadians were intro-

duced to the wild world of log salvaging 

via a new TV show, The Beachcombers. The 

cast of characters was surprisingly diverse 

for the time. Actor Bruno Gerussi played 

the lead role of Nick Adonidas, a Greek 

Canadian who captained the Persephone in 

search of stray logs floating off the shores 
of British Columbia. His shipmate and busi-

ness partner, Jesse Jim, was played by Pat 

John, a member of Sechelt First Nation. 

(John died on July 13, 2022, at the age of 

sixty-nine.)

The Beachcombers centred on the rivalry 

between Adonidas and another log sal-

vager, the crafty and often underhanded 

Relic, played by Robert Clothier. Relic’s 

willingness to bend the rules in search of 

profit created plenty of drama that drew 
audiences for nearly two decades.

The show aired on CBC Television (and 

also around the world in syndication) until 

December 12, 1990. With more than 350 

episodes, it is one of the longest-running 

English-language series on Canadian TV. 

The show was set in Gibsons, B.C., a quaint 

coastal town northwest of Vancouver.

Visitors today can dine at Molly’s Reach, 

a fictional eatery from the show (in reality, a 
former hardware store) that was converted 

into a real restaurant following the end of 

the series.

OCTOBER–NOVEMBER 2022       15

Persephone captain Nick Adonidas, played by 
Bruno Gerussi, left, and first mate Jesse Jim, 
played by Pat John.



In 1865, a newly ordained Anglican minister set out from 

Yorkshire, England, for British Columbia’s Cariboo region to 

spread the gospel to gold miners who were rushing there by 

the thousands.

However, after a few years, Rev. James Reynard moved 

again, this time to Nanaimo, a coal-mining community  

on Vancouver Island’s east coast. Arriving in 1871, Rey-

nard began to preach as well as to play music with  

his flock.
Inspired by the talent in the community, he suggested 

that Nanaimo launch a “colliery band” with members drawn 

from the local mining industry and also recruited from coal 

towns back in Britain. Most British coal-mining communities 

boasted colliery bands, and Reynard hoped to continue the 

tradition in his new homeland.

Launched in 1872, the Nanaimo Brass Band gave its debut 

performance on May 24, 1873, with Reynard as conductor.

Today the Nanaimo Concert Band, as it is now known, 

is one the oldest continuously operating concert bands in 

Canada. Over the decades, it has won multiple provincial, 

regional, and national music competitions.

In 1986, the band performed for an audience of more 

than fourteen thousand people during the world exposition 

in Vancouver. In 2001 it was awarded a gold standard at 

MusicFest Canada, a national competition held in Ottawa. 

The band also travelled to Europe in 2005 to take part in 

commemorative events for the sixtieth anniversary of the 

end of the Second World War. Earlier this year, the Nanaimo 

Concert Band celebrated its 150th anniversary with a special 

concert in Nanaimo. 

Anniversary of note
Nanaimo Concert Band celebrates sesquicentennial. by Shari Barker
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The Nanaimo Concert Band, led by 
concert master Lieutenant Colonel 
(retired) Gerry Klaassen (wearing 
a black uniform), in Nanaimo, B.C., 
in 2018.

Far left: Nanaimo Concert 
Band founder James 
Reynard circa 1870s. 
 
Left: Band members 
pose with a music-
contest trophy during 
the 1920s. Due to the 
band’s competition suc-
cesses during that era, 
it earned the nickname 
“Nanaimo Silver Cornet 
‘Prize’ Band.”
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The Beaver magazine was originally founded as a Hudson’s Bay Company publication in 1920. To read stories 
from past issues, go to CanadasHistoryArchive.ca. To explore the history of the Hudson’s Bay Company, go to 
hbcheritage.ca, or follow HBC’s Twitter and Instagram feeds at @HBCHeritage.

he Hudson’s Bay Company operated out of London, 
England, from its inception in 1670 until the head 

office relocated to Canada in 1970. There were many itera-
tions of its headquarters — but, despite changes of loca-
tion, it was commonly referred to as Hudson’s Bay House.

Its final London location at Bishopsgate was constructed 
in 1926. The exterior featured North American-inspired 
carvings and a gold beaver weather vane on top of the cupola. 
The large boardroom was elaborately decorated with wood 
carvings around the door frames and fireplace, and beautiful 
silver-plated rim locks like this one were used for securing 
what were apparently a few sets of doors to the room.

The use of rim locks in the British Isles predates the 

mortise locks and bored cylindrical locks that are more 
commonly used today. Unlike the latter types, which 
involve holes cut into a door, rim locks are affixed to a 
door’s surface.

Some of the boardroom’s architectural features were care-
fully removed and retained for the HBC Museum Collection 
when it was dismantled in 1973. The Manitoba Museum’s 
galleries include a partial recreation of the boardroom, 
including a fireplace, the original mantle carving, cabinets, 
and a painting of Prince Rupert. While the Bishopsgate loca-
tion has been repurposed, the building’s original facade and 
the beaver weather vane can still be seen today.
— Amelia Fay, curator of the HBC Collection at the Manitoba Museum
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Rim lock
Tales and Treasures from the rich legacy of the Hudson’s Bay Company



Born 150 years ago, First World 
War surgeon John McCrae served 

in McGill University’s acclaimed 
field hospital in France.

by Tim Cook

A GREAT MACHINE OF 

HEALING

OME OF THE WOUNDS ARE SO DREADFUL THAT ONE’S MOST VIVID 
imagination couldn’t even faintly picture them,” 
wrote Nursing Sister Sophie Hoerner, a Montreal-
born nurse who served with No. 3 Canadian Gen-

eral Hospital in the First World War. The modern weapons 
caused appalling slaughter. The hail of shells and bullets left 
hundreds of thousands of soldiers dead and maimed from 
the first months of the war in the summer of 1914, and 
the fighting on the Western Front degenerated into a stale-
mate of trenches and barbed wire, with firepower ruling 
this unexpected battlefield.

As a dominion in the British Empire, Canada was at war 
when Britain declared war on Germany on August 4, 1914. 
There was a great rush of men to the colours, and a new, 
vast army of more than 620,000 soldiers was created that 
consisted of infantry, artillery, cavalry, engineers, and sup-
port formations. But the mass killing caused by industrial 

warfare also revealed the need for doctors and nurses. By 
war’s end about half of all Canadian doctors and a third of 
all nurses had served in uniform, and the Canadian Army 
Medical Corps (CAMC) had expanded from twenty offi-
cers in 1914 to over twenty thousand members.

These caregivers in uniform were a vital part of the war 
machine, engaging in preventive care to stop disease from 
decimating the armies, in surgical care to save the lives 
of soldiers, and in the long healing process to return the 
wounded to their units. The high command also came to 
understand that the medical services were critical to sol-
diers’ morale, as a breakdown in care that left the wounded 
untreated to die in agony or from raging infections was 
understandably a burden on surviving comrades.

No. 3 Canadian General Hospital, initially raised in 
Montreal in 1914 by the professors and students at 
McGill University, offers a means to better understand 

“S
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Highlanders of the 43rd Battalion of 
the Canadian Expeditionary Force 
carry a wounded man off the battle-
field in this 1918 painting by war artist 
Cyril Barraud.

the medical war. Also known as the McGill hospital, it 
was staffed by hundreds of medical personnel, including 
such famous doctors as Victoria Cross recipient Captain 
Francis Scrimger and Lieutenant-Colonel John McCrae 
— who, although he is remembered as the most famous 
Canadian poet of the war, much preferred to see him-
self as a doctor saving soldiers’ lives. Through the hospital 
and its personnel, one can see the extraordinary challenges 
faced in caring for the wounded, the emergence of new 
treatments to better save lives, and some of the crucial 
lessons from the Western Front that were brought back 
to Canada in the war’s aftermath to better aid the public 
health of all Canadians.

he home of the most prestigious medical school in 
the country, McGill became the first of many uni-

versities to form hospitals for the overseas forces. This 

new unit received funds from the community to pur-
chase modern medical equipment to serve patients in 
520 beds — a capacity that was later raised to 1,040 
beds. On November 18, 1914, most of the men of mili-
tary age in the medical faculty, and some who were much 
older, answered the call to enlist. The hospital’s comple-
ment of nurses, led by Matron Katherine MacLatchy, 
was drawn from Montreal’s two hospitals, the Montreal 
General and the Royal Victoria. With 33 officers, 73 
nursing sisters, and 205 personnel of other ranks (most 
of whom were McGill students who had been given an 
accelerated graduation), the hospital unit sailed overseas 
in early May 1915, threading through the growing packs 
of German U-boats that sought to sink vessels before 
they reached England. The hospital would join Canada’s 
overseas medical services to create, as an official 1919 
report noted, a “great machine of healing.”

T
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On a sandy plain at Dannes-Camiers on the French 
coast, the McGill hospital pitched dozens of tents in early 
August 1915. A program of beautification commenced 
with staff laying bricks and seashells to create solid path-
ways between the 250 huge tents, some of which could 
hold up to sixty beds. The tents’ vibrant colours and intri-
cate designs made the hospital look deceptively like a giant 
circus. A rail line led from the front to the coast, and the first 
patients arrived on August 7, 1915. They were mainly Brit-
ish soldiers who had been wounded by shellfire and bullets 
in the trenches; general hospitals like the McGill hospital 
did not treat Canadians exclusively 
but aided any soldiers who needed 
medical assistance.

In late September 1915, the British 
launched a major offensive at Loos, 
France, which resulted in almost sixty 
thousand casualties. This was the first 
test for the hospital staff. The rush of 
wounded came day and night begin-
ning on September 25, with more 
than a thousand arriving over the 
course of a week. “This week — the 
busiest since we opened — is a confu-
sion to me of blood, gaping wounds, 
saline, and bichloride,” wrote one private in his diary. 

For the surgeons and nurses, it was a welter of bloody ban-
dages over horrendous jagged wounds, with bones jutting 
through skin, punctured lungs, mangled faces, and bloody 
cavities large enough to fit a clenched fist. “We have now done 
over 500 operations and admitted more than 3,000 patients,” 
wrote Lieutenant-Colonel James M. Elder, the hospital’s offi-
cer in charge of surgery, on November 6, 1915. 

The hospital was at the end of the chain of medical units in 

France that started along the Western Front, where soldiers were 
cut down in the storm of steel. Stretcher-bearers administered 
immediate first aid on the battlefield and helped the wounded 
to reach a regimental aid post in the trenches behind the line. 
There, an infantry battalion medical officer would staunch a 
patient’s bleeding and send him further to the rear. A few kilo-
metres behind the lines were field ambulances, where more care 
was administered. But it was not until a patient arrived at a casu-
alty clearing station (CCS) that he was likely to be operated on 
by surgeons. These small field hospitals had multiple operating 
rooms, X-ray machines to locate fragments of bullets and slivers 

of shrapnel in the body, and nurses to 
offer care and to ensure that infections 
did not take hold. 

After an initial stop at a CCS, the 
wounded were almost always sent to 
a general hospital further behind the 
lines. In many cases, the emergency 
surgery at the CCS required additional 
surgery a few days later to remove more 
lead and steel from the body, address 
additional wounds, or cut away more 
infected flesh and muscle to stop an 
infection. Throughout the war, infec-
tions claimed many, despite significant 

advances. One McGill doctor believed that “90% of war surgery 
at the base [general hospital] involved a fight against sepsis.”

In the age before antibiotics, most wounds were infected 
because the battlefields upon which the soldiers fought had 
been fertilized with animal and human fecal matter for centu-
ries. The whirling steel from the ball bearings, which exploded 
shotgun-like from shrapnel shells, and the jagged pieces from 
the shell cases tore through dirty uniforms and skin, pierc-
ing the flesh and dragging micro-organisms into the body to 

Above: Victoria Cross 
recipient Captain  
Francis Scrimger served 
at the McGill hospital.

Left: Autumn rain at 
the McGill hospital in 
Dannes-Camiers, France, 
1915. As cameras were 
forbidden, this photo was 
taken with a biscuit box 
and a piece of X-ray film.

“THIS WEEK ... IS A 
CONFUSION TO ME OF BLOOD, 

GAPING WOUNDS, SALINE, 
AND BICHLORIDE.” 

— A PRIVATE’S WAR DIARY
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fester. New surgical techniques were required, as countless 
soldiers died from raging infections early in the war. 

Tetanus was a great killer, but doctors eventually learned to 
treat it with massive doses of serum. That cure did not work 
for gas gangrene, caused by the Clostridium 
perfringens bacillus that broke down human 
tissue, releasing gas bubbles that swelled flesh 
and caused a gagging stench. After much 
experimentation, surgeons found that only 
the technique of debridement consistently 
saved lives. It involved cutting away flesh and 
muscle to remove diseased areas and to allow 
oxygen to kill the bacillus. Elder, the officer 
in charge of surgery at the McGill hospital, 
wrote, “I have seen cases in the Operating 
Room in which the tissues are so rotten with 
infection that portions of muscle tissue can be 
removed by the handful.” 

The carving away of flesh and the irriga-
tion of these great gaping wounds with saline 
reduced the toll of deaths by infection, but 
often when gas gangrene took hold in a limb 
the only option was amputation. “It is fre-
quently a difficult matter to strike a just bal-
ance between the saving of a limb and the 
saving of a life in these cases,” wrote Elder. “This difficulty is 
not lessened by the fact that here we were often dealing with 
infections rarely met with in civil life.”

n the miserable winter of 1915–16, soldiers in the trenches 
trudged through a slurry of mud, slush, and cold water. At 

the McGill hospital — which moved from tents into a Jesuit 
College in Boulogne, France, in January 1916 — patients 

arrived with a new ailment dubbed 
trench foot. This injury was caused by 
standing in cold slush for days on end, 
which led to constricted circulation, a 
deadening of feeling in the extremities, 
and, ultimately, to rotting feet. 

Lieutenant-Colonel John McCrae, 
while serving as the officer in charge of 
medicine at the McGill hospital, made a 
study of this peculiar injury. His report 
recommended wrapping affected feet 
in hot cloths and injecting them with 
a mild astringent. With no shortage of 
patients, doctors investigated the novel 
injuries suffered by long-serving front-
line soldiers such as the bacterial infec-
tions known as “trench mouth” and vari-
ous unknown influenzas, often labelled 
PUO (pyrexia of unknown origin). The 
aim of these medical investigations was 
to better treat soldiers and to send them 

back to their units. However, trench foot was one of the more 
serious injuries, and by the time patients arrived at a hos-
pital one McGill doctor observed that “infection is nearly 

A soldier with a head wound 

and his damaged helmet at the 

McGill hospital circa 1916–19.

I

A patient who has 

been shot in the 

head is X-rayed at 

the McGill hospital 

circa 1915–19.

T
O

P
: C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
 T

IM
 C

O
O

K
 / N

O
. 3

 C
A

N
A

D
IA

N
 G

E
N

E
R

A
L H

O
S

P
IT

A
L (M

C
G

IL
L

) 1
9

1
4

-1
9

1
9

.  

C
E

N
T

R
E

: M
C

G
IL

L U
N

IV
E

R
S

IT
Y

 M
U

H
C

 2
0

1
8

.0
0

0
6

.0
4

.8
2

OCTOBER–NOVEMBER 2022       21



always present.” Amputation of toes or feet was often the 
only solution at this extreme stage. 

Prior to the First World War, McCrae had co-authored 
a much-read textbook on pathology, which was widely 
respected but far from poetry. Having enlisted at the age of 
forty-one, he was attached to No. 3 Canadian General Hos-
pital, but he left for Europe a few months before the rest of 
the hospital deployed, in a temporary role as medical officer 
of the 1st Canadian Artillery Brigade. 

Set up in a dugout along the Yser Canal in Belgium during 
the Second Battle of Ypres in April 1915 — where the Ger-
mans unleashed chlorine gas for the first time on the Western 
Front while launching a massed infantry assault and mercilessly 
shelling the Allied forces — McCrae worked for two weeks 
straight, saving lives, watching men succumb to wounds, and 
rarely resting. Coughing through his gas-corrupted lungs, he 
kept at the surgical work, refusing to leave his post. Writing 
to his mother that he did not expect to survive the battle, he 

spared her the horrors, although he noted in one unguarded 
missive: “Of one’s feelings all this night — of the asphyxiated 
French soldiers … I could write, but you can imagine.”

To cope with the mangled bodies, unending shellfire, chlo-
rine gas, and sleep deprivation, the doctor composed poetry in 
his head, running verses and playing with words and imagery. 
In one lull, he composed the fifteen lines that would become 
“In Flanders Fields.”

McCrae survived the battle and was redeployed away from 
the front lines, taking up his post at No. 3 Canadian General 
Hospital. Traumatized by the unending combat, he suffered 
from what would now be labelled a mental stress injury. Pre-
viously filled with joie de vivre, he emerged from combat as a 
man given to brooding, quick to anger, and exceedingly hard 
on himself and others. Close friends felt he had aged at least 
fifteen years. “Since those frightful days, he has never been 
his old gay and companionable self, but rather has sought 
solitude,” wrote American medical officer Harvey Cush-
ing, who was serving at a hospital behind the lines and later 
became a famous brain surgeon.

Although he would eventually regain much of his good 
cheer, McCrae was suffering from a new type of wound: shell 
shock. From the start of the war, soldiers broke down from 
the burden of prolonged service, often with a single traumatic 
event shattering their will. All medical doctors struggled to 
diagnose and then to treat these invisible wounds. Captain 
Colin Russel, a professor of clinical neurology at McGill Uni-
versity and a specialist responsible for shell-shocked patients 
during the war, believed it was caused by “exposure to, or the 
expectancy of being exposed to grave danger, danger clothed 
in such terrifying forms as a human nature has seldom been 
called upon to face previous.” 

Most of the shell-shocked patients were sent to special-
ity hospitals in England and France, but some found their 
way to the McGill hospital, where doctors treated them with 
rest and occasional talk therapy. These invisible wounds 
were much misunderstood at the time. While medical staff 
tended to be sympathetic, the high command often branded 
the shell-shocked soldiers as cowards. Many soldiers carried 
these hidden injuries back to Canada after the war, strug-
gling in private battles to break free of the war that had seared 
deep into their souls. 

t some 10.5 hectares, No. 3 Canadian General Hospi-
tal was like a small city. “It is difficult for the civilian 

who has not been overseas to realize the size and extent of 
these base hospitals,” wrote one doctor, noting that even 
the smallest one was able to accommodate “more patients 
than any hospital in Canada.” In these communities of care, 
all of the hospitals developed a unique ward culture, with 
patients singing songs, engaging in therapeutic art, and 
even putting on skits and plays. At No. 3, there was a 
newspaper published by the staff, the McGilliken, which 
contained jokes, poems, and witty prose that today provide 
insight into how soldiers employed laughter to endure the 
emotional strain. Gallows humour was common among 

A

Top: Bed-ridden patients lie in the sunlight outside Ward G of 
the McGill hospital circa 1916–19. Above: A case of trench foot 
suffered by an unidentified soldier in France in 1917.
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JOHN MCCRAE: A SOLDIER AND A SURGEON
Doctor, soldier, teacher, poet — Lieutenant-Colonel 

John McCrae had many roles in a life that spanned only 

forty-five years, from November 30, 1872, to January 28, 
1918. Best known today as the author of the poem “In 

Flanders Fields,” he was inducted posthumously into the 

Canadian Medical Hall of Fame in 2015 for his valuable 

contributions to the field of pathology.
This year, Guelph Museums commemorates the 150th 

anniversary of McCrae’s birth with special programming 

that includes an exhibition of his poems and drawings, 

two theatre plays, an academic symposium, a poppy-

planting campaign, and a memorial tour through Bel-

gium and France.

Born in Guelph, Ontario, McCrae joined the Guelph 

Highland Cadet Corps as a teenager. While studying at the 

University of Toronto, he continued his military involvement 

as a member of the Queen’s Own Rifles militia regiment. 
He graduated from medical school in 1898 but put his ca-

reer as a doctor on hold when Britain went to war in South 

Africa in 1899. Although the colonial war was controversial 

in Canada, McCrae believed in the British Empire and vol-

unteered as a gunner in the Royal Canadian Field Artillery 

from December 1899 to January 1901.

After studying in the U.S., McCrae began his medical 

career in Montreal, where he worked at several hospitals 

and in private practice. An expert in pathology, he lec-

tured at McGill University and at the University of Vermont 

in Burlington. He penned and published poetry and short 

stories, joined social and literary groups, and became a 

founding member of the University Club of Montreal. 

When the First World War broke out, he enlisted as a 

medical officer. It was during the Second Battle of Ypres 
in the spring of 1915 that he penned “In Flanders Fields,” 

although the exact circumstances of its creation are unclear 

and have become the stuff of legend. Some accounts have 

him writing it on a dugout step, others inside the dress-

ing station, still others at the grave of his friend Lieutenant 

Alexis Hannum Helmer, whose funeral McCrae had con-

ducted. What is known is that the poem was first published, 
anonymously, in the December 8, 1915, edition of the 

British magazine Punch. It quickly became so popular that 

it was reprinted, translated, and recited around the globe. 

McCrae was later identified as the author and became 
famous throughout the English-speaking world. 

Both a reflection on death and a call to arms, “In Flanders 
Fields” was used to sell war bonds, recruit soldiers, and 

commemorate the fallen. It enshrined the poppy as a sym-

bol of grief and loss, especially in the context of war. The 

poem remains a traditional part of Canadian Remembrance 

Day services. — Kate Jaimet
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Above left: John McCrae sits on his horse, Bonfire, circa 1916. Above right: A handwritten version of McCrae’s poem “In Flanders 
Fields.” Stamped on the back in red are the words: “On Active Service McGill Field France YMCA.” Below: McCrae’s funeral in 
Wimereux, France, on January 30, 1918. Bonfire stands at right with McCrae’s boots reversed in the stirrups. 
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the patients, who often scoffed at their wounds. A.Y. Jack-
son, the famous painter who was wounded in battle in early 
June 1916, wrote to his mother: “The boys are very cheer-
ful and make jokes about their missing limbs.”

The fighting in 1916 intensified, as conscripts filled the 
European armies by the millions. Canada’s primary combat 
arm, the Canadian Corps, expanded to a third and a fourth 
division, reaching about one hun-
dred thousand soldiers. Along the 
front, there was constant “wastage” 
in the trenches — as the daily losses 
were clinically and sometimes cal-
lously referred to in official reports 
— as well as larger and more costly 
battles at St. Eloi and Sorrel in Bel-
gium and on the Somme in France. 

“All night I washed dirty, 
bloody, lousy boys,” wrote a pri-
vate from the hospital in his diary. “I finished just at dawn, 
and, looking out of the window, saw passing on a stretcher 
a still figure, covered with the Union Jack — another name 
added to the long roll who die for Canada.”

Many soldiers were too far gone by the time they arrived at 
the operating rooms, while others succumbed to infection in 
the recovery wards, and this unending death created a deep 
emotional burden for the caregivers. Some of the soldiers were 
never known beyond their names; others became friends and 

shared stories. Nurses often wrote letters home for soldiers 
near death and even held their hands through the long night 
as they slipped from this world. 

The doctors and nurses of the McGill hospital were overrun 
in these big battles. There were, for example, 4,600 patients 
who passed through the hospital between July 1 and July 15, 
1916, the first two weeks of the Battle of the Somme. With 

these waves of wounded, observa-
tion and experience dictated that 
the more lightly injured — those 
who might recover in six weeks — 
could remain if there was bed space. 
But most patients, after undergo-
ing operations, had to be further 
“cleared” by sending them across 
the English Channel to more hos-
pitals in Britain. 

There the patients underwent 
additional surgery, amputations, and, if they survived, a 
period of recovery that lasted several months. At any given 
point from 1916 onwards, there were thousands of Canadian 
soldiers being treated or recovering in Britain, although those 
who would never return to the front were sent back to Canada 
for rehabilitation and, if possible, training in how to live with 
their new, scarred bodies.

All the while, the costly fighting at the front continued, with 
Canadian victories in 1917 at France’s Vimy Ridge in April 

“THE BOYS ARE VERY CHEERFUL 
AND MAKE JOKES ABOUT THEIR 

MISSING LIMBS.” 
— A.Y. JACKSON

The McGill hospital’s Surgical 

Ward D in the Marlborough 

Jesuit College, Boulogne, 

France, circa 1916–17.
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and Hill 70 in August, and through the mud of Passchendaele, 
Belgium, in October and November. To respond to the car-
nage, the McGill hospital raised its capacity to two thousand 
beds, because even in victory there was terrible bloodshed: 
10,600 Canadians were killed or wounded at Vimy, around 
11,000 at Hill 70, and 16,000 at Passchendaele. 

Further evolutions in treatment centred around the X-ray 
machine that became increasingly important in assisting sur-
geons in locating and removing pieces of metal in patients’ 
bodies. The McGill hospital had an acknowledged expert in 
Major Alexander Pirie, who published widely about his find-
ings and was recognized as a leader in the emerging field. 

The examination of patients and how they died revealed the 
killing effects of shock from loss of blood. The McGill hos-
pital carried out its first blood transfusion in late 1915, and 
the Canadians became pioneers of these transfusions at the 
Somme the following year. Several experts and practitioners 
would continue to experiment throughout the war, with iden-
tifiable results in saving soldiers’ lives. 

Many of these lessons — especially in how to treat infec-
tions — were learned through trial and error. But with so 
many professors in the McGill hospital, there were formal 
and informal lectures about the lessons learned, as well as 
instruction in life-saving techniques. New doctors were men-
tored with almost daily instruction, and many doctors in the 
CAMC published academic articles in the Canadian Medical 
Association Journal (which was edited by the pioneering heart 
specialist Maude Abbott of McGill during the war) and in the 
Bulletin of the Canadian Army Medical Corps, a new journal for 
service officers that began publication in 1918. Experienced 
doctors, surgeons, and nurses — especially the Canadian nurs-
ing sisters who were in the forefront of specializing in provid-
ing anaesthesia for patients — often took temporary posts 
with other hospitals to share their experiences. There was ever-
present learning amid the destruction, and there were always 
new weapons that demanded rapid reaction.

The injuries caused by gas warfare proved extraordinarily 
difficult to treat in hospitals. The chlorine and phosgene gases 
of 1915, which attacked the lungs, gave way to mustard gas 
beginning in July 1917. This new German chemical agent 
burned and blinded soldiers while also causing enormous 
skin blisters that were frequently infected in the unsanitary 
environment. The McGill hospital received hundreds of 
cases. Patients arrived blinded from the gas, with their heads 
wrapped in bandages to protect their eyes. Doctors and nurses 
soon learned that uniforms had to be cut away, as they were 
contaminated with the gas. The potent chemical plague could 
blind and burn caregivers, who sometimes had to work on 
the injured patients with protective gloves. Even then, medi-
cal personnel suffered weeping eyes and wheezed through raw 
lungs, with their hair sometimes turning yellow and burns 
developing along their hands and forearms. 

Despite the horror of the wounds, the doctors and nurses 
exhibited great skill in saving lives. There was a constant evo-
lution of techniques and practices. Over the course of the 
war, fewer than one per cent of patients who arrived at the 

McGill hospital succumbed to their wounds. It was a great 
medical victory, even if hidden in those statistics are the 
many soldiers who died in no man’s land, or on a stretcher 
being carried to the rear, or in the many medical units along 
the way, from the aid post, to the field ambulance, to the 
casualty clearing stations. 

he final year of the war witnessed more titanic battles, 
first with a series of German offensives in the West start-

ing on March 21, 1918, that made deep inroads into the 
British lines and then with a strategic Allied counterattack, 

whose first strike was spearheaded by Canadian and Austra-
lian soldiers at Amiens, France, on August 8. Throughout 
this period, all of the Canadian medical units, from those 
on the front lines to the convalescent homes in England, 
supported the fighting units of the Canadian Corps. At 
No. 3 Canadian General Hospital, the personnel treated, 
cared for, and saved thousands of soldiers.

By 1918, new surgical techniques and more effective 
approaches to combatting infections — practised at the 
McGill hospital and at other Canadian and Allied hospitals — 
meant that once-fatal wounds now had much higher survival 

Above: A sketch by 
Eric Kennington, circa 
1917–19, depicts a 
blinded soldier recov-
ering from the effects 
of mustard gas. 

Left: The portable 
transfusion kit of 
Canadian doctor 
Norman Miles Guiou, 
a pioneer of blood 
transfusion.
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rates. Wounds to the abdomen were all but a death sentence 
in the early part of the war, but better surgical treatments led 
to increased survival in 1918. In another example, the amputa-
tion rate for gunshot wounds to limbs dropped from twenty-
five per cent in 1916 to seven per cent in 1917. 

Doctors continued to be posted to and from No. 3 Cana-
dian General Hospital, including a young Frederick Banting, 
who would discover insulin, and Francis Scrimger, a surgeon 
who had received the Victoria Cross at the Second Battle of 

Ypres. Both would return to Canada after the war to bring 
home important lessons. Scrimger taught at McGill Univer-
sity, and Banting became one of the most famous doctors 
of the twentieth century for his co-discovery of insulin as a 
treatment that would save millions around the world from the 
lethal disease of diabetes. 

Beginning in September 1918, a new plague descended 
on the armies fighting in Europe. Known as the Spanish flu, 
H1N1 was a virulent and lethal strain of mutated influenza 

LIFESAVERS AND BODY SNATCHERS
Captain Lawrence J. Rhea was an experienced pathologist 

who conducted hundreds of autopsies on slain soldiers 

at the No. 3 Canadian General Hospital, opening up their 

bodies to investigate the devastating effects of metal on 

bone, muscle, and organs. “We have held a post mortem 

examination on most of the cases that have died in the 

wards of this unit,” Rhea reported in the Canadian Medical 

Association Journal. 

Rhea and other scientist-physicians noted life-saving 

surgical techniques and tactics to combat infection, and 

they made recommendations to improve patients’ care, 

treatment, and protection. In one early 1916 study, Rhea 

removed the brains of fourteen soldiers who had died as 

a result of shell fragments, concluding that steel helmets 

would have saved lives. Canadian soldiers were issued 

steel helmets beginning in April 1916. 

While this dissection of the soldiers’ slain bodies was 

important to the medical war, Canadian and British doc-

tors went one shocking step further. In a desire to learn 

from the dead, doctors harvested soldiers’ body parts 

— including brains, lungs, and other organs — to be used 

as teaching tools. While there was no concept of consent 

at the time, the soldiers’ next of kin were not told that 

their loved ones had body parts removed and sent to the 

Royal College of Surgeons in London, England, to be put 

on display. 

McGill professor George Adami — who served as a 

colonel with the Canadian Army Medical Corps and was 

occasionally attached to No. 3 General Hospital — was 

very keen to have soldiers’ body parts preserved in 

Canada. He used his considerable influence to ensure 
that hundreds of body parts were sent back to McGill 

University during and after the war. 

This disturbing practice was part of the medical 

learning process, and yet it clashed violently with the 

commemorative impulse after the war to build memori-

als to the fallen soldiers. As the words “lest we forget” 

were invoked time and time again — and as thousands of 

memorials were built across the country and cemeteries 

were created for the fallen overseas — McGill University 

students were learning to become doctors by using 

harvested soldiers’ body parts. This continued until the 

late 1950s, when the soldiers’ remaining organs were 

unceremoniously destroyed. 

More information on the harvesting of soldiers’ body 

parts by medical practitioners during the Great War can 

be found in my book Lifesavers and Body Snatchers. 

— Tim Cook

An operation at the McGill 
hospital circa 1915–17.
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virus that passed from soldier to soldier and spread around the 
world. Behind the lines, No. 3 Canadian General Hospital 
received hundreds of flu patients beginning in mid-October 
1918. Their symptoms included harsh coughs and a shortness 
of breath. Isolated sick wards were created, but the doctors and 
nurses treated the ill with few protective devices other than 
cloth masks. Although most of the young soldiers and nurses 
survived, those who developed pneumonia often succumbed. 
By the time it burned itself out in 1920, the Spanish flu had 
killed at least fifty million people worldwide, including about 
fifty-five thousand Canadians.  

At 11:00 a.m. on November 11, 1918, the armistice that 
ended the war came into effect. At the hospital, weary staff 
and soldiers gave cheers for the King and for Canada. But 
throughout the day, bugle calls continued to mark the death 
of patients. Three died of the flu on November 11, and dozens 
more followed in the days afterward.  

here is not a Hospital in Canada today that is not under-
staffed,” lamented one Canadian Medical Association 

Journal article in 1917. With half of all doctors and a third 
of nurses serving overseas, massive shortages existed at home. 
But almost all of these practitioners returned to Canada with 
new lessons in traumatic care, such as blood transfusions for 
burn victims or the use of X-rays in determining the extent 
of damage from tuberculosis. The success of the medical ser-
vices in engaging in preventive care led to a renewed push 
for better public-health measures, particularly in the areas of 
maternal and natal care. This was framed around the need to 
save infants from an early death, in order to replace the more 
than sixty-six thousand Canadian soldiers lost in the war. 

There were even more wounded men in uniform who 
returned to Canada, with 172,000 injured during the war, 
about half of them traumatically. The care they required for 
physical and mental wounds stimulated the development 
of a new state care system for veterans. For decades after the 
war, doctors and nurses applied the lessons learned from 
the killing fields to save the lives of Canadians and to ease 
their suffering.

But not all Canadian doctors returned. John McCrae, 
stricken by pneumonia and meningitis, died at the age of 
forty-five on January 28, 1918, and is buried in Wimereux, 
France. His funeral was attended by friends and comrades 
from No. 3 Canadian General Hospital. Afterwards they 
returned to healing and comforting the seemingly never-
ending tide of the wounded. 

By war’s end, the McGill hospital had treated 143,762 
patients while losing only 986 from illness and wounds. It 
was an astonishing record of care, with many lives saved by 
McCrae and his fellow caregivers in uniform. But what more 
might McCrae and the sixty other doctors and sixty-one nurses 
who died while serving with the CAMC during the war have 
achieved — not to mention the 532 privates in the CAMC, 
some of them medical students, who might have gone into 
postwar medical care had their lives not been cut short?

“To you from failing hands we throw/ The torch; be yours to 

hold it high,” reads part of McCrae’s “In Flanders Fields.” The 
poem has been interpreted in countless ways but usually through 
the lens of commemoration and remembrance. However, the 
accomplished doctor-poet also would have been pleased to think 
of his iconic literary work as a clarion call to the doctors and 
nurses who survived the war, asking them to not “break faith 
with us who die” and to take the medical and preventive lessons 
of war and apply them for the good of all Canadians. 

“T

Top: A First World War graveyard in Wimereux, France, in 1925. The 
cross in the centre foreground marks the grave of John McCrae.

Above: A poppy rests on a cenotaph commemorating the fallen 
from the First World War, following a Remembrance Day service 
in Calgary on Sunday, November 11, 2018.
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DECADE AFTER THE REBELLION OF 

Lower Canada in 1837–38, tensions contin-
ued to simmer between Montreal’s progres-
sive Reformers and traditionalist Tories. The 

Reformers sympathized with the province’s common peo-
ple, many of whom had supported the rebellion and had 
lost homes and property due to burning and looting dur-
ing the conflict. The Tories, overwhelmingly anglophone, 
had little in common either with progressive thinkers or 
with the largely French-Canadian populace. They despised 
the rebels and their supporters as traitors to the Crown.  

In the aftermath of the rebellions in Lower Canada and 
Upper Canada, Britain merged both colonies into a single 
Province of Canada in 1841 and instituted responsible 
government as a concession to Reformers’ demands. As of 
1844, the Parliament of the Province of Canada met in 
Montreal in a stately building that had previously housed 
St. Anne’s Market, near a point of land known as Pointe-
à-Callière. 

In the spring of 1849, the Reform government led by 
Louis-Hippolyte Lafontaine and Robert Baldwin passed the 

Rebellion Losses Bill, which compensated the inhabitants of 

Lower Canada (renamed Canada East) for losses arising from 
“the total or partial unjust, unnecessary, or wanton destruc-
tion of the dwellings, buildings, property, and effects of the 
said inhabitants.” The Tories vehemently opposed the bill, 
believing that it rewarded the habitants who had sympa-
thized with the rebels and that it represented a loss of anglo-
phone influence in favour of francophones. 

The Tories petitioned Governor General Lord Elgin to 
veto the bill. He refused, instead upholding the democratic 
will of Parliament. Incensed, the Tories rioted. On the eve-
ning of April 25, 1849, a torch-wielding mob invaded Parlia-
ment — which was still in session — and burned the build-
ing to the ground. 

In 2010, the museum and historic site Pointe-à-Callière, 
Montreal Archaeology and History Complex, initiated a 
major research program to study and preserve the building’s 
remains, breathing new life into ruins that had lain dor-
mant for more than 150 years. Part of Montréal’s Birthplace 
National Historic Site of Canada, and recognized as a heri-
tage site by the Ministère de la Culture et des Communica-
tions du Québec, Pointe-à-Callière provides a prime example 
of the preservation of Canadian archaeological heritage.

An excavation of the Parliament of the Province of Canada 
reveals glimpses of political life in Victorian-era Montreal.

by François Gignac, Louise Pothier, and  

Hendrik Van Gijseghem
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A computerized architectural 
rendering of the building that 
housed St. Anne’s Market and, 
subsequently, the Parliament of 
the Province of Canada. Neoclas-
sical influences are evident in the 
edifice’s symmetrical construc-
tion and harmonious proportions, 
and in the integration of classi-
cally inspired elements.

Above: A computerized render-
ing of a room that might have 
served as an office for civil 
servants or a meeting room 
for parliamentary committees. 
The double doors open to the 
entrance hall. 

Left: A computerized rendering 
of the library of the legislative 
assembly. 
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t. Anne’s Market and the Parliament of the Province 
of Canada form one of Old Montreal’s most signifi-

cant archaeological sites. During excavations carried out 
from 2010 to 2017, archaeologists scrutinized these impor-
tant ruins, seeking clues that would allow for a virtual 
reconstruction of the building’s interior and exterior. The 
analysis of thousands of artifacts and organic remains pro-
vided insights into the site’s occupants — from butchers to 
parliamentarians. The many material traces bear witness to 
a site whose history had remained in the shadows for more 
than one and a half centuries, revealing clues to this over-
looked chapter in Canada’s political history.

The construction of St. Anne’s Market began in 1832 on a 
point of land named Pointe-à-Callière after Montreal’s third 
governor, Louis-Hector de Callière, who had established a 
residence there in 1688. It was a bold project that involved 
channeling the Little River (la Petite rivière) into an under-
ground canal made of cut stone, then erecting the stone market 
building — which measured more than one hundred metres 
in length — atop the canal. The two architects in charge of 
the project, John Wells and Francis Thompson, were likely 
inspired by Boston’s Quincy Market, which had been built in 
1826. Like its American cousin, St. Anne’s Market embodied 
the neo-classical style: two storeys high with a basement cellar, 
it boasted an impressive central bay flanked by two long, porti-
coed wings. The market opened in the spring of 1834.

The grandest building in the city, it was chosen to house the 
Parliament when Montreal became the capital of the Province 
of Canada in 1844. Architect George Browne was tasked with 

renovating the market building. Although no architectural plans 
of the parliament building survive, illustrations from the era 
provide information on the interior of the two parliamentary 
chambers. As well, plans and construction specifications for St. 
Anne’s Market, along with certain documents relating to the 
building’s transformation, allow for a plausible reconstruction 
of the parliament building’s appearance.

On the ground floor, the former butchers’ stalls were con-
verted into offices for parliamentary clerks and writers, while 
stairs, added to the porticoes, allowed couriers to come and go 
between the offices and the chambers while Parliament was in 
session. On the top floor, the east wing was transformed into 
the legislative council chamber. Documents from the time 
describe it as spacious and richly decorated. The office of the 
clerk and the council library were located behind the chamber.

The west wing was transformed into the legislative assembly 
chamber, where elected members sat. Behind the chamber was 
a row of rooms, including the wardrobe (meeting room), a bar, 
and a smoking room. The legislative library was housed in the 
building’s central bay, where a new storey was added for this 
purpose and outfitted with a skylight to let in natural light.

The building and its contents, including more than twenty-
two thousand volumes held in its two libraries, were almost 
entirely destroyed by fire during the Tory riot. Afterwards, the 
location of Parliament alternated between Toronto and Quebec 
City until the parliament buildings opened in the permanent 
capital of Ottawa in 1867. Meanwhile, St. Anne’s Market was 
rebuilt over the ruins in 1851.  In 1901 the market building was 
demolished; about two decades later the site was paved over as a 
parking lot, burying all traces of its earlier occupations.

In an astonishing feat of longevity, the stone canal beneath 
the destroyed building continued to operate as part of Montre-
al’s sewer system until 1989. This circumstance limited the con-
struction of both commercial real estate and underground pub-
lic utilities at the site, helping to preserve the building’s remains. 
Some 350,000 material traces relating to the market and the 
Parliament therefore lay more or less intact, deep beneath the 
thoroughfare now known as Place d’Youville. The building’s 
stone foundations, built in the riverbed, also remained intact 
down to five metres below the current surface level.

rchaeology has brought to light new elements relat-
ing to the building’s occupancy and its occupants. 

During excavations of the west wing, archaeologists honed 
in on a bronze postmark stamp bearing the inscription 
“Legislative Assembly / Canada.” This was a major find: 
As evidence of the day-to-day work of parliamentarians 
and civil servants, it corroborated written accounts that 
described offices on the west side of the building.

Issued for the first time in 1849, the stamp was only briefly in 
use. In a letter mailed from Montreal that April, Reform Mem-
ber of Parliament Malcolm Cameron wrote to a correspondent 
in London, Canada West: “The Parliament will sit until June. 
All our fine measures will pass.” Ironically, the parliament build-
ing was torched the week after he wrote these words. The letter 
and the stamp used to postmark it were reunited in 2017.

The bronze seal of the library of the legislative council.
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Another stamp, for use with wax seals, was found in an area 
known to have housed the council library, not far from sev-
eral dozen stacks of burnt paper. Two clusters of these charred 
books — one in the east wing and the other in the central bay 
— corresponded to the locations of the libraries of the legisla-
tive council and the legislative assembly respectively.

Archaeological evidence and historical sources point to the fact 
that at least one family resided in the parliament building. André 
Leroux dit Cardinal, chief messenger of the legislative assembly, 
moved in with his wife, Françoise, his three-year-old daughter, 
Virginie, and a servant in 1844. In the south part of the central 
bay, in the layer of soil associated with the fire, archaeological 
digs revealed various artifacts that bear witness to the family’s 
occupancy. Archaeologists found several sets of high-quality 
ceramics, including a breakfast service, a dinner service, and a 
few pieces of toy dinnerware for a child, as well as some personal 
toiletry items such as ewers, basins, and chamber pots. Experts 
deem it more likely that these objects were associated with a 
household than with an institution like Parliament.

mong the tens of thousands of ceramic fragments that 
archaeologists unearthed in the central body of the 

parliament building, some hold particular interest because of 
their unique characteristics. On reassembling one group of 
these fragments, two small porcelain stoneware pitchers took 
shape, bearing the names and likenesses of Richard Cobden, 
a long-serving British Liberal (Whig) MP, and Robert Peel, 
Great Britain’s Tory prime minister  from 1841 to 1846. 
The pitchers were made in England to commemorate the 
British government’s repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846. 

The Corn Laws were protectionist pieces of legislation applied 
to grain and flour to counter foreign competition and to guaran-
tee stable prices for British producers. In 1843, the British gov-
ernment passed the Canada Corn Act, which extended preferen-
tial tariffs to Canadian farmers and merchants as subjects of the 
British Empire. Montreal’s Tory merchants supported the Corn 

Laws, which gave them favoured access to the British market. 
However, Cobden, who supported free trade, sought to rally 

the British population to pressure Parliament into repealing the 
protectionist laws. Potato blight and disastrous harvests in the 
mid-1840s — which caused famine in Ireland and global eco-
nomic crises — persuaded Peel to give in to Cobden, hoping 
that free trade would bring cheaper grain imports and thereby 
provide some relief to the Irish poor. 

These pitchers are at once commemorative objects and pro-
paganda pieces. They allowed their owners to make a political 
statement and to clearly proclaim their stance in the debate. 
Today we know that the abolition of the Corn Laws contrib-
uted to the rising discontent of Tories in Canada — and it was 
the Tories’ disaffection over this and the Rebellion Losses Bill 
that ultimately led to the burning of the parliament building.

n the evening of April 25, 1849, when rioters entered 
the parliament building and ransacked the furnish-

ings, a witness described the following scene: Some people 
unhooked Great Britain’s royal coat of arms from the place 
where it hung above the Speaker of the Assembly’s chair 
and violently damaged it. Its fate remained unknown for 
more than 150 years.

However, after news of the archaeological investigations 
became public in 2010, Robert P. Kaplan — Solicitor Gen-
eral of Canada from 1980 to 1984 and a federal Liberal MP 
for twenty-five years — contacted museum officials to inform 
them that an object he had acquired at auction two decades 
earlier might prove to be of great importance. He said the per-
son who had sold him the object claimed it was the coat of 
arms from the legislative assembly — a possibility that seemed 
both improbable and unhoped-for, given that there had been 
no further information about the item since the 1849 fire.

Could it be true? A promising initial clue came from an 
1848 watercolour of the legislative assembly chamber by 
James Duncan: The proportions of the coat of arms in the 

O
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Above left: Pitchers reconstructed from pottery fragments discovered in the ruins of the parliament building. The figures moulded 
into the pottery represent British Member of Parliament Richard Cobden (left) and Prime Minister Robert Peel (right), two of the prin-
cipal actors in the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846. Above right: The toy tea service that likely belonged to Virginie, the daughter of 
André Leroux dit Cardinal, chief messenger of the legislative assembly.
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illustration corresponded to those of the rediscovered piece. But 
one detail stood out: In the British coat of arms, the lion stands 
to the left of the shield while the unicorn stands to the right. The 
coat of arms acquired by Kaplan has the animals in the correct 
positions, but in Duncan’s painting the animals are reversed: 
the lion stands to the right of the shield and the unicorn to the 
left. Scotland’s coat of arms, very similar to that of the United 
Kingdom, has the animals in the same positions as in Duncan’s 
watercolour. Did the painter make a 
mistake due to a rushed sketch? Or was 
reversing the animals a deliberate politi-
cal gesture by Duncan, who was Irish? 

In any case, the damage on the 
main features of the coat of arms cor-
responded to the description of the 
events of 1849. In the end, physio-
chemical analyses of the paint layers, 
carried out at the Canadian Conserva-
tion Institute at the time of restoration, 
showed that the base coat contained a 
pigment developed in 1820. The other 
coats — twenty layers thick in certain 
places — ranged from bronzing and 
guilding to more recent types of paints.

According to a hypothesis put forward by Pointe-à-Cal-
lière’s archaeologists, the object was likely taken by the rioters 
as a kind of trophy and kept for generations, perhaps in the 
same family, until it was finally sold at auction. If the seller is 
to be believed, the story of its origin had been preserved — 
but its decades-long hiatus in the shadows, in private hands, 
remains insufficiently explained. Thankfully, in the end, the 
coat of arms managed to find its way back into the public 
realm.

ointe-à-Callière’s research brought together archae-
ological and historical data in a new way, resulting 

in a remarkably faithful reconstruction of the parliament 

building’s interiors and exteriors, including details of its 
spatial organization, its furnishings, and its construction 
materials. Architect and 3-D artist Guy Lessard contrib-
uted significantly to this aspect of the research. 

This is but an overview of the discoveries made over the 
last decade. Long forgotten or relegated to a footnote in the 
history books, Montreal’s Parliament and the city’s status 
as a one-time capital are once again research priorities for 

Pointe-à-Callière and its collabora-
tors. The few years during which 
Montreal served as Canada’s seat 
of government had a long-lasting 
impact on the city’s character. From 
an essentially economic metropolis, 
it was quickly transformed into a 
cultural and intellectual centre with 
the arrival of hotels, restaurants, and 
an educated elite during the 1840s. 
This status persisted beyond the cap-
ital’s relocation to Toronto, to Que-
bec City, and, finally, to Ottawa. 

This is therefore a story of the 
remarkable rediscovery of a key 
moment in the history of Victo-

rian Montreal. It is also the story of a site of significance 
in Canadian history, which must be preserved for future 
generations. 

For further information on the history of the site, see the 
book Montréal, Capital City: The Remarkable History of the 
Archaeological Site of St. Anne’s Market and the Parliament of 
the Province of Canada. 

This article has been adapted and translated from the original, enti-
tled “Des vestiges liverent leurs secrets,” which appeared in the Can-
ada’s History spring 2022 special-interest publication Cinquante 
merveilles de nos musées as part of Projet Portage, supported by the 
Molson Foundation.

P

A watercolour painting by James Duncan shows the legislative assembly chamber in the Parliament of the Province of Canada building in 
Montreal, circa 1848. The mahogany speaker’s chair is surmounted by a clock and by the British coat of arms — symbolic of the primacy 
of British power. 

The British coat of arms that once hung above 
the speaker’s chair in the legislative assembly. 
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N OCTOBER 2017, TWENTY-ONE ANISHINAABE 

First Nations representing approximately thirty thou-
sand people took the federal and Ontario governments 
to court, alleging that the Treaty commitments made by 

the man originally assigned to negotiate them in 1850, spe-
cial commissioner William Benjamin Robinson, were due for 
renegotiation. The case focuses on a central question: How 
should Treaty terms negotiated nearly 170 years ago be inter-
preted today? The First Nations living on the northern shores 
of lakes Huron and Superior who signed Robinson’s Treaties 
argued that the federal and provincial governments had drawn 
considerable resource wealth from their territories without ever 
renegotiating the terms Robinson made, even though Robin-
son included a clause for renegotiation. The annual annuity to 
band members remains the same today as it was in 1874 — 
four dollars per person. 

The trial judge ruled in 2019 that the Crown had a duty to 
increase the annuities to reflect a “fair share” of the resource 
revenues drawn from the land in question. The judge ruled 
that the “honour of the Crown” required the government to 
“diligently implement the purpose of the Treaties’ promise” 
and urged the governments of Ontario and Canada to “con-
sult with First Nation Treaty partners” on the amount of the 
annuity to be paid. The Ontario Court of Appeal upheld that 
decision in 2021, but the Ontario government appealed the 
decision to the Supreme Court of Canada. In June 2022, the 
Supreme Court of Canada agreed to hear the case but did not 
immediately set a date for the hearing. 

The legal dimensions of the case focus on the promises 

around the increase of the annuity and on the resource-based 
revenue provisions that First Nations say have not been hon-
oured. Public commentary on the case has challenged the oral 
history passed down by Treaty signatories and their descen-
dants, in some cases insisting that Treaties are somehow out of 
place in today’s world. Such ideas reveal deep misconceptions 
within the public sphere regarding the significance of Treaties 
and why they still matter today.

Recovering the true spirit and intent of Treaties is a prior-
ity. These agreements are not old, obsolete, or pointless. First 
Nations’ own histories and accounts of Treaty processes uphold 
important principles of reciprocity, respect, and renewal rooted 
in thousands of years of experience and presence on these 
lands. The Treaties hold the keys to a new path forward as liv-
ing agreements regarding relationships between First Nations 
and settlers in the past, for the present, and towards the future.

The original spirit and intent of Treaty involves understand-
ing and upholding the agreements people actually negotiated, 
rather than focusing on how Treaties have been reinterpreted 
long after the fact. The misinterpretation of Treaties in gen-
eral has generated a substantial body of case law in both the 
public and corporate sectors. The idea that First Nations then 
would want to clarify the original terms and ideas to which 
they agreed and ensure that they are honoured should not be 
viewed as an exceptional request. Clarification is part of the 
process in all types of agreements, whether they are between 
nations, businesses, or individuals.

For First Nations people, the original spirit and intent of the 
Treaties was, and still is, centred on principles about land and 
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WE ARE ALL TREATY PEOPLE

I

UNDERSTANDING THE SPIRIT AND INTENT OF THE  

TREATIES MATTERS TO ALL OF US.

AN ESSAY BY KARINE DUHAMEL
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The medal presented to Chief Muskeekee 
Eyineer of the Saulteaux Ojibwa at the signing 
of Treaty Three on October 3, 1873.  
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nationhood that are embedded in ceremonies, protocols, and 
discussions of Treaties that are outside of the written docu-
ments themselves. Even the courts recognize the negotiations 
prior to Treaty making, and the discussions afterwards, as 
being part of the Treaties. Therefore Treaties represent much 
more than the texts.

On the radio series Let’s Talk Treaty! Anishinaabe Elder 
Harry Bone explained that discussing the original spirit and 
intent of Treaty includes recognizing who First Nations are 
now and who First Nations were at the time of Treaty nego-
tiation in relationship to settlers and to the land. Bone, of 
the Keeseekoowenin Ojibway First Nation in Manitoba, says 
First Nations are the first people to inhabit and to belong to 
the land; they protect their languages, beliefs, and teachings 
and honour the Creator. Treaties are part of the first law — 
the constitution of First Nations — that involves the idea of 
entering into peaceful arrangements with newcomers on an 
equal, nation-to-nation basis.

The intent of Treaties at the time of their negotiation was 
the protection and retention of rights to languages, ways of 

life, and existing belief systems. This undertaking is part of the 
original understanding of Treaty processes as ongoing rela-
tionships that are dynamic and adaptable. Treaties were about 
retaining a way of life that included hunting, fishing, and gath-
ering, as well as a relationship to the land that existed for thou-
sands of years prior to the arrival of Europeans. According to 
First Nations signatories of the Treaties, as well as Knowledge 
Keepers today, the land and everything on it is alive. The land 
has been described as the Creator’s Garden by Anishinaabe 
Elder Ken Courchene in the essay collection Untuwe Pi Kin 
He: Who We Are, and the law is seen as Mother Earth herself. 
The seven sacred principles of Anishinaabe law, for instance, 
are centred on relationships — between nations, between indi-
viduals, and, most importantly, with the land.

At the time the Treaties were signed, as now, First Nations 
did not consider land to be a static entity to be bought or sold. 
It could not be distributed, parcelled out, or held individu-
ally in the sense of ownership. As Anishinaabe Elder Lawrence 
Smith of Baaskaandibewi-ziibiing (Brokenhead) First Nation 
in Manitoba explains in Ka’esi Wahkotumahk Aski: Our 

Relations With The Land, the land and its resources are, and 
continue to be, gifts from the Creator. In the same volume, 
Anishinaabe Elder Francis Nepinak of Mina’igo-ziibiing (Pine 
Creek) First Nation in Manitoba describes oceans, lakes, and 
rivers as the veins of a human body, with the plants being like 
hair and the ground like flesh. And, as Indigenous legal scholar 
Aimée Craft writes in Breathing Life into the Stone Fort Treaty: 
An Anishinabe Understanding of Treaty One, this relationship 
between the people and the land means they are inseparable 
and that the land is a living entity that requires care for which 
the people are responsible. 

Cree author Harold Johnson points out in Two Families: 
Treaties and Government that the land “is the place I belong 
to. This is where my ancestors are buried, where their atoms 
are carried up by insects to become part of the forest, where 
the animals eat the plants in the forest, and where my ances-
tors’ atoms are in the animals that I eat, in my turn. I am a 
part of this place. I do not say that I own this land; rather, 
the land owns me.”

Within this view, First Nations groups retain the primary 

attachment of their relationship with the land, regardless of 
any agreement they make to allow others to use it, Craft says 
in her book. Being part of the land, they understand that they 
will continue to make decisions in regards to it. According 
to Elders, any relationship negotiated within the context of 
Treaty must adhere to these principles.

Agreements negotiated among First Nations groups 
engaged these kinds of ideas long before agreements were 
made with Europeans. One example of this type of agreement 
is the Dish With One Spoon, a Treaty negotiated between 
the Anishinaabe and the Haudenosaunee. The dish repre-
sented territory the peoples shared in what is today southern 
Ontario, while the spoon represented the wealth of the land. 
The absence of a knife within this Treaty spoke to the need to 
maintain peace for the benefit of all. Importantly, all partici-
pants in the agreement had the responsibility to ensure that 
the dish would never be empty by taking care of the land and 
of all of the living beings on it. The Creator and the laws were 
integral to the agreement. The Treaty was intended to last as 
long as the people lived on the earth.

A reproduction of the Dish With One Spoon wampum belt. The dish-and-spoon image is constructed with authentic wampum from circa 1650, 
collected from Seneca territory in western New York State. Acrylic beads were used to complete the belt.
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The Dish With One Spoon Treaty was recorded like many 
others — on a wampum belt, which could be read as a way 
to remember the agreements made by previous generations. 
Instead of specifying concrete or specific terms in a time-
limited way, these agreements established mutually beneficial 
and agreed-upon principles that were intended to last for many 
generations. Each party had a responsibility to make sure that 
its actions conformed to the principles established in the 
Treaty. As a result, they were flexible agreements intended to 
maintain a spirit, rather than a strict set of rules that could not 
adapt to changing circumstances.

To generate a mutual understanding of the roles and 
responsibilities of each party, many groups called on the 
principles of kinship. As Anishinaabe Elder Barbara Rattle-
snake, from Dootinaawi-ziibiing (Valley River) First Nation 
in Manitoba, maintains in Untuwe Pi Kin He: Who We Are, 
relationships are not limited to those people with whom a 
blood relation exists. Under the Treaties, settlers and First 
Nations peoples could relate to each other as adopted rela-
tives. For example, under the Two-Row Wampum, negoti-
ated in 1613 between the Dutch and the Haudenosaunee in 
what is now New York State, the Dutch suggested that the 
Mohawk refer to them as fathers.

The Mohawk proposed an alternative relationship — 
brother — indicating a more equitable and autonomous 
relationship. The brotherhood was affirmed about 150 years 

later, in 1764, at the Treaty of Niagara, where over two thou-
sand chiefs renewed and extended the Covenant Chain of 
Friendship, a multi-nation alliance between First Nations and 
the British Crown.

During the Numbered Treaty period, between 1871 and 
1921, Crown Treaty negotiators used Indigenous kinship sys-
tems to their advantage to try to convey important principles. 
For instance, government negotiators made frequent refer-
ences to the Great Mother (Queen Victoria) in their presen-
tations to Anishinaabe people. According to Craft, the more 
than 1,100 people who gathered at Stone Fort (Lower Fort 
Garry, near Selkirk, Manitoba) for the negotiation of Treaty 
One would have understood a mother figure as loving, kind, 
and responsible for protecting her children.

At the same time, the value of respect for the child meant 
that mothers encouraged children to make their own deci-
sions about how they wished to live. As such, engaging the 
idea of the Queen as the Great Mother would have signalled 
to the Anishinaabe that the British Crown intended to deal 
fairly with them and to protect them without interfering in 
their affairs for many generations. Treaty promises were made 
to last as long as “the sun shines, the grass grows, and rivers 
flow.” This refers to the land as well as to kin relationships, 
whether literal or figurative. In fact, many Elders have also 
suggested the term “waters,” which relates to the waters of a 
woman when a child is born.

Young dancers take part in a powwow at Heritage Park Historical Village in Calgary. The implications of how Treaties are interpreted today will have 
significant impacts on future generations of both First Nations and non-Indigenous peoples.
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As Johnson explains, settlers also became new relatives 
through Treaty. They became kiciwamanawak, or cousins, 
and are regarded by First Nations people as equals, not as 
superiors. First Nations assumed that Europeans would 
learn to live in balance with the land by watching Indig-
enous people, who had done so for thousands of years. “No 
one thought you would try to take everything for yourselves, 
and that we would have to beg for leftovers,” Johnson says. 
“The Treaties that gave your family the right to occupy this 
territory were also an opportunity for you to learn how to 
live in this territory.”

This powerful reversal is essentially the crux of the issue: 
From the First Nations’ point of view, the Treaties granted 
Europeans access to the territory; settlers had the right to use 
some of the territory within the context of the Creator’s laws. 

Misunderstandings were sometimes due to incomplete 
or inaccurate translations. As John S. Long reveals in Treaty 
No. 9: Making the Agreement to Share the Land in Far North-
ern Ontario in 1905, during the Treaty Nine negotiations 
translators referred to onaakonigewin, the closest Ojibway 
word for law. Onaakonigewin refers to a decision necessary 
to achieving a good life, but not necessarily to an actual law 
as understood by Europeans. As Johnson proposes, “The 
authority assigned to the written text is a subversion of what 
really happened.”

This was demonstrated during the negotiation of Treaty 
One, when the agreement recorded in writing on the ninth 
and final day of negotiations failed to register the complete 
agreement as it had been spoken and heard, Craft writes in 
Breathing Life into the Stone Fort Treaty. In 1875, a second 

Treaty was negotiated with the same groups to reconcile 
these differences. Government negotiators engaged First 
Nations ideas and protocols in their approach, providing 
some reassurance regarding respect and reciprocity. For 
example, Alexander Morris, Treaty commissioner at Treaty 
Six, explained to those assembled in 1876 at Fort Carlton, 
in present-day Saskatchewan, that what he was offering was 
not intended to take away from their mode of life, which 
they could enjoy just as they had before.

The presence of sacred objects during negotiations also 
reassured First Nations. As Nehetho Elder D’Arcy Linklater 
of Nisichawayasihk (Nelson House) Cree Nation explains 
in Dtantu Balai Betl Nahidei: Our Relations To The Newcom-
ers, many sacred elements were used during the making of 
the Treaty, including the pipe, the tobacco, the stem, and 
the medicine. Similarly, Anishinaabe Elder Florence Paynter 
of Sandy Bay First Nation in Manitoba describes the use 
of the pipe in Treaty ceremonies as a way of signalling the 
Creator’s presence and approval of the agreement.

In addition, Treaty medals — distributed at the signing of 
each Numbered Treaty — contained symbols of mutual ben-
efit and respect. The medals’ main image depicts a military 
officer and a First Nations leader shaking hands over a buried 
hatchet — symbolizing peace and equality. The background 
includes the rising sun and several teepees — indicating that 
the people would be allowed to retain their own ways of life 
within a kinship relationship that would last for generations. 
Since the medals, as well as Treaty negotiators themselves, 
called upon natural elements with spiritual qualities, these 
agreements were perceived by First Nations signatories to be 
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Rights of Passage: Canada at 150, an exhibition that ran from 2017 to 2019 at the Canadian Museum for Human Rights in Winnipeg, 
illustrated how Treaties were not being interpreted in ways that were true to their original intent.
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bound with their spirits for successive generations. Elder Bone 
explains in Untuwe Pi Kin He: Who We Are: “You have to tie 
where our original rights came, and that is from the Creator.”

Instead of simply seeing two parties at the Treaty negotia-
tions, then, we should see three: First Nations, settlers, and 
the Creator. The Creator’s laws framed First Nations’ under-
standing of and agreements to Treaty making. This kind of 
understanding is not a revision but rather a correction of a 
narrative written by non-Indig-
enous peoples that has failed to 
fully recognize the humanity of 
First Nation peoples and there-
fore their existence as nations with 
their own belief systems, ways of 
life, and governance structures.

Treaty agreements are not for 
the history books alone. Today 
the principle of free, prior, and 
informed consent animates polit-
ical and cultural debates about 
land, appropriation, and other 
pressing issues. This principle 
requires that the relationships pursued today engage First 
Nations perspectives and priorities meaningfully and 
with consent.

From 2017 to 2019, a temporary exhibit at the Canadian 
Museum for Human Rights in Winnipeg illustrated how 
Treaties are not being interpreted in ways that are true to their 
intent, even today. Entitled Rights of Passage, it included the 
story of Wasagamack First Nation in Manitoba, which in 

2015 received a cheque in the amount of $79.38 to cover 
twenty years (from 1996 to 2015) of ammunition and 
twine as promised in the terms of their 1909 agreement to 
Treaty Five. In 1909 this paltry sum might have ensured 
that band members could sustain their way of life, but it’s 
not what signatories envisioned would sustain their descen-
dants a century later. The inadequate payment betrays the 
true intent and spirit of an agreement that was intended to 

provide for the peace and pros-
perity of many generations.

Treaties can be part of the foun-
dational fabric of this society, but 
only if society embraces them for 
the agreements they were intended 
to be: agreements based on the 
principles of friendship, peace, and 
respect for all future generations. 
As a society, we find ourselves in a 
pivotal moment, and what we do 
next — with respect to Treaties as 
well as to the overall relationship 
between settlers and First Nations 

peoples — will set the course for the future.
“To get to the future, we need a vision, then we must imag-

ine the steps we must take to get to that vision,” said Har-
old Johnson, the Cree author. “We cannot ignore our vision 
because it seems utopian, too grand, unachievable. Neither 
can we refuse to take the first steps because they are too small, 
too inconsequential…. We will both be part of whatever 
future we create, kiciwamanawak.” 
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As a society, we find ourselves 

in a pivotal moment, and what 

we do next, with respect to 

Treaties as well as to the overall 

relationship between settlers 

and Indigenous peoples, will set 

the course for the future.

Elizabeth Dowdeswell, Lieutentant-Governor of Ontario, presents tobacco to Elder Garry Sault of the Mississaugas of the New 
Credit First Nation during the 2017 dedication of Massey College’s Chapel Royal in Toronto. College head Hugh Segal looks on.
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N THE SUBARCTIC TUNDRA SIX KILOMETRES  
from the shores of Hudson Bay stands the Mushkego 
Cree village of Fort Severn, Ontario’s most northern 
community and one of its oldest continuously occu-

pied settlements. Established before the 1763 Treaty of 
Paris, which transferred the French colony of New France 
to the British Crown, it is one of only a small handful of 
such early communities that remain in Ontario. The others 
include Kingston, established in 1673 as the French Fort 
Cataraqui; Moose Factory and Fort Albany, established as 
Hudson’s Bay Company posts in 1673 and 1679 respec-
tively; and Windsor, which began as a French farming com-
munity in 1749 at Pointe de Montréal.

Today the vibrant community of Fort Severn Washaho 
First Nation has a population of some four hundred people 
with an elementary school and an online high school; a per-
manently staffed nursing station; an all-weather airport with 
scheduled air service five days a week; satellite phone and 
Internet access; and electricity, water, and sanitary services 
in each home (household comforts that were not widespread 
in many northern communities as recently as the 1980s). 
Its single retail outlet, the Northern Store, has been pres-
ent in the community since its establishment as a Hudson’s 
Bay Company trading post in 1759. The store’s name only 
changed in the late 1980s when the HBC’s Northern Stores 
Division was sold to the North West Company.

Fort Severn — or Washaho in the Mushkego Cree lan-
guage — has been known by a variety of names through-
out its history. The HBC originally intended to call it Fort 

James, but that was quickly changed to Severn House, and 
through the years the place was often simply referred to as 
Severn. At some point in the mid-nineteenth century, for 
reasons that are still not clear, mapmakers began giving it 
the name Fort Severn, while official HBC correspondence 
continued to use Severn House for decades afterwards.

The Severn House HBC post journals — particularly the 
1759–60 journal of the first factor, Humphrey Marten — con-
tain some unique glimpses into Fort Severn’s roots. Along with 
Mushkego Cree oral history, these distant echoes of a place and 
people still reverberate, describing important events in the cre-
ation of that community, of Ontario, and, indeed, of Canada.

The story of Fort Severn begins well before there ever was 
the idea of Canada. Some eight thousand years ago, follow-
ing the end of the last great ice age, the glaciers had finally 
melted, and the salt waters of the sea had rushed in to take 
their place in a much-expanded Hudson Bay basin. Ever 
since, and still to this day, the slowly rebounding land has 
pushed the boundary of that inland sea further north, expos-
ing new land to the warmth of the sun and offering new 
places for plants, animals, and people to live and flourish.

Ontario’s seashore has always been a unique place, and 
the people who lived there thousands of years ago developed 
an equally unique way of life that was based on an intimate 
knowledge of the seasonal cycles and availabilities of plants and 
animals. While they harvested all that the land had to offer, 
caribou were a key resource around which their way of life was 
crafted. At the end of winter, thousands of caribou leave the 
Subarctic boreal forest and travel to the treeless coastal areas, 

THE FOUNDING 

OF FORT SEVERN

I

DEFYING BLACKFLIES AND PERMAFROST, CREE HUNTERS AND ENGLISH 

FUR TRADERS ESTABLISHED ONTARIO’S NORTHERNMOST COMMUNITY.

BY JEAN-LUC PILON AND CHRIS KOOSTACHIN  
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Centre: Mushkego Cree children and women stand outside the HBC store in Fort Severn, Ontario, circa 1930. Clockwise from top left: The HBC store in 
June 1941. Men converse inside the HBC store in 1955. Mushkego Cree women from Fort Severn, circa 1930. HBC buildings stand on the bank above the 
Severn River, circa 1970. Artifacts retrieved in 1965 from the crumbling riverbank at the site of the original Severn House HBC post include a copper kettle 
lid and curved handle (centre), handmade nails (bottom left), axe heads (top left), hinges (top centre), gun parts (top right), measuring cup (centre right), 
pitchfork (bottom centre), and sundry other objects. A man stands on a boardwalk in the Fort Severn HBC compound in August 1889.
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where they give birth and spend the summer with their new-
borns in the cool winds that blow off Hudson Bay. Hunters 
and their families would move to the coastal regions to hunt 
caribou but also to harvest the vast flocks of ducks and geese 
during their spring and fall migrations, to take fish from the 
rich rivers and streams, to trap small mammals, and to gather 
plants and medicines. Summer was the best of times.

In the fall, caribou gather into large herds and leave the 
coast, seeking lichen-rich wintering areas in the southern 
interior boreal forest of the Hudson Bay Lowlands. Hunt-
ers and their families would also relocate into these same 
regions, seeking out the wintering caribou herds and tak-
ing advantage of fall-spawning fish, small game, and bea-
ver. But winters were challenging, and hardships could be 
expected. With the warming rays of spring, the cycle would 
begin anew; knowledge of the land and of how to live with 
it passed from generation to generation.

While pre-contact artifacts have not yet been discovered 
within the modern-day community of Fort Severn, such 
objects occur throughout the region and span many cen-
turies, even millennia. According to Fort Severn Elders, the 
immediate Fort Severn area was at a crossroads of travel net-
works where “foot highways” — trails that followed ancient 
coastal beach ridges — met the banks of the inland-reaching 
Severn River. Undoubtedly, the people living in the region 
in ancient times made short stops in the immediate vicinity 
of Fort Severn. The area was certainly part of the Mushkego 
Cree traditional territory three centuries ago, at a time when 
the flag of France flew over the St. Lawrence Valley and the 
rivalries between European nations were keenly felt in these 
distant lands surrounding Hudson Bay.

t the end of the seventeenth century, newcomers 
from Europe appeared with an insatiable appetite 
for the rich furs of these northern latitudes. In 

1670, the British King Charles II granted the Hudson’s Bay 
Company a commercial monopoly over the entire Hud-
son Bay watershed, albeit without the consent of the land’s 
inhabitants. The English called this vast territory Rupert’s 
Land. The company’s motto — then as today — was pro 
pelle cutem, roughly translated as “a pelt for a skin,” perhaps 
a play on words to suggest how difficult it was for the Bay 
men to live in this distant land and to obtain the coveted furs 
for the wealthy merchants back in England.

In 1685, the Hudson’s Bay Company built Fort Churchill, 
which soon became known as New Severn Post, on the right 
bank of the Severn River about five kilometres upstream from 
today’s Fort Severn. The area was under threat from the French, 
who wanted to wrest control of the Hudson Bay fur trade from 
their English enemies. Five years earlier, HBC Governor John 
Nixon had noted, “Tis probable sudden attempts may be made 
upon it [the trade], and we judge in no part of the Bay so likely 
as Port Nelson or new Severn.” In 1690, New Severn Post was 
in fact destroyed during an expedition into Hudson Bay by the 
soldier and adventurer Pierre Lemoyne d’Iberville. For the next 
seventy years, Mushkego Cree hunters from the Severn River 

region had to travel three hundred kilometres west to York 
Factory or six hundred kilometres east to Fort Albany if they 
wished to trade furs with the HBC — or they had to depend 
on intermediaries to do it for them.

Tensions between France and England were once again 
running high in 1759 — the Seven Years War was raging — 
and inland peddlers from Montreal were intercepting trade 
that would otherwise have flowed to the HBC’s bayside 
posts. In May of that year, the HBC’s Humphrey Marten, 
writing from the company’s main trading post at York Fac-
tory on the shore of Hudson Bay in present-day Manitoba, 
noted: “If that there is not Speedily Some Method taken to 
Secure Severn River from the Encroachments of the French, 
a very Great Loss in trade must necessarily follow.”

Marten was tasked with building a post on the Severn River. 
On September 4, 1759, he and nine men left York Factory 
aboard a small ship commanded by John Garbut and sailed 
“for Severn North America in Order to Erect a Settlement at 
that place for the Hon’ble Hudsons Bay Company.” They car-
ried with them instructions, trade goods, tools, materials, and 
supplies. On September 20, exactly one week after the French 
defeat in the Battle of the Plains of Abraham at Quebec City, 
Marten recorded his first sighting of the place where he would 
settle: “Saw the Bluffs of Severn River,” he wrote. “Our Boat 
came on Board all well the Shallop at Anchore in the River.”

Two days later, Marten and his men were sought out by 
local Mushkego Cree hunters, who welcomed them with 
gifts of food, in keeping with their traditional hospitality 
towards travellers. “At 1/2 past one came to an Anchore in 
said [Severn] River,” Marten noted on September 22. “An 
Indian brought some dryed Meat.” A unique and mutually 
beneficial relationship between Severn River hunters and 
HBC personnel started then and there. Living in the coastal 
area, the Mushkego Cree hunters had access to vast quanti-
ties of migratory waterfowl and caribou. With the long win-
ter ahead, Marten and his men required food to supplement 
their meagre provisions, which included oft-mentioned oat-
meal and dried peas. That autumn, and for many autumns 
to come, the Mushkego Cree hunters brought the HBC men 
hundreds of geese, which they salted to preserve the meat 
over the winter. In exchange, the hunters received the trade 
goods they needed, such as axes, knives, cloth, beads, blan-
kets, tobacco, clay pipes, muskets, powder, balls, and shot.

Marten’s orders had foreseen that the ship that brought 
him and his men to Severn would “be furnished with neces-
sarys for a Log Tent.” Once all their goods and materials 
had been unloaded from the sloop, they set about “clear-
ing a place to pitch a Tent” and began “making a kind of 
House.” This was an urgent task. The first snows arrive early 
in southern Hudson Bay, and Marten and his men had little 
time to locate adequate lumber sources and erect a perma-
nent dwelling before the long winter set in.

On September 25, Marten wrote to his friend James Isham, 
the factor at York Factory: “The Place I have pitched upon for 
a Fort is about 6 miles from the North Enterance of the River, 
the Banks are Steep, the Flood at Spring Tides rises about 9 

A
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feet.” This last statement was a great underestimation of reality, 
a point that would be clearly underscored in just a few months 
time. Marten rounded out his letter by describing the difficul-
ties he had encountered during the trip from York Factory — 
both while on Hudson Bay as well as in the river — and by 
assuring Isham that he and his men had arrived safely. He likely 
dispatched the letter to his friend by means of a local person 
who was travelling to York Factory either on foot or by canoe.

The letter arrived at York Factory on October 4, and Isham 
replied on November 26 with a letter that contained some 
local gossip as well as information on staffing changes and 
goods that would be shipped in the spring. “Hope to hear 
some little progress in Trade, and will be a Satisfaction to hear 
how you now like the Situation of the River,” Isham wrote. 
“If Opportunity serves shall send in March or Aprill, till then 
rest, wishing success may attend [you].” Probably the most 
important aspect of the letter was that it was a link between 
friends. It certainly must have made the small group of HBC 
men at the new post feel just a bit less isolated in their far-off 
world at the bottom of Hudson Bay, where they were spend-
ing their first winter in tight and miserable quarters.

The haste with which the men had erected their dwelling 
meant that the timber had not had time to dry. “All green 

Logs is very damp, we are obliged to be extremely careful 
less they should be damag’d,” Marten wrote in his journal. 
Later, he took note of “the frost during the Winter having 
split most of the Logs.” This might have been tolerable if 
at least the men had been warm. But, in spite of having 
constructed a fireplace, in December Marten lamented: “So 
Cold can hardly put pen to paper, tho close to the fire.” 

Marten and some of his men suffered from a number of 
ailments during that first winter, such as colds, gout, and 
rheumatism. “What I use as Medicines are Spirit Wine Cam-
phorated, Sope, Basilicon, & Sweet Oil,” Marten noted. 
However, he complained: “I have not one thing Specified in 
the Catalouge of Medicines as a proper remedie for either a 
Burn or scald, which ought to have been sent in the Room of 
so much Flour Brimston [sulphur powder] having enough of 
that to set up all the match-makers of London for a Century.” 

The need for a burn treatment became acute when a 
Mushkego Cree family came to Marten seeking help. In the 
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Clockwise from top left: A 1791 map of Hudson Bay and surrounding area 
with York Factory, Severn House, and present-day Winnipeg indicated. A 
sketch of Severn House from the 1815 Reports on Severn District by HBC 
master James Swain. A draft of the planned Severn House post circa 1759.

HUDSON BAY

York Factory

Winnipeg

Severn House
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ninety years since the Hudson’s Bay Company had begun 
establishing posts along the James Bay and Hudson Bay 
coasts — starting with Charles Fort on the Rupert River in 
1668 — local people had become aware of the medicines 
that the Bay men had with them. They sometimes came to 
the posts in medical emergencies if they were not able to 
adequately treat themselves. On Christmas Day 1759 Mar-
ten recorded: “An Indian & his family came to the House the 
Man and one Child are most miserably scalded all over the 
head and neck, and almost starved with Hunger.” Marten 
cared for them with what little he had on hand, and toward 
the end of January he described them as doing “quite well.”

January is known to people in Fort Severn as the “eye of 
winter”— a time when temperatures regularly fall below 
minus thirty degrees Celsius. That month, Marten wrote: 
“Extreem cold can keep nothing thaw’d tho close to the Fire.” 
Matters were made even worse by the incredible quantities 
of snow that fell. In February, Marten noted: “The men all 
employ’d in geting the Snow from about the House we are 
almost Buried Alive with it.” Sprinkled throughout his jour-
nals are frequent references to hunters bringing in caribou 
meat or hunting migrating geese or ptarmigan for the post 
— no doubt a welcome reprieve from the penury of winter. 

fter many months, winter gradually turned to spring, 
and the ice began to break up on the Severn River. 
In the Severn — as in all of the major rivers flowing 

into southern Hudson Bay — ice breakup occurs earlier in 
the headwater region, located far to the south, than it does 
at the mouth of the river. This leads to large quantities of 
water moving down the river toward the still-frozen estuary, 
often causing immense ice jams to form and raising the river 

to dangerous flood levels in a matter of a few short hours.
Marten would have been well acquainted with this charac-

teristic of the river when he prudently built his winter dwell-
ing on high ground, and he would likely have watched with 
anxiety as the water levels rose. On May 21, 1760, Marten 
observed: “At 2 this morning a Large body of Ice came down 
the River Which fill’d it from Side to Side, after which the 
Water and Ice came within 3 Feet of the Top of the Bank at 
which hight it continued till noon when it broke a passage to 
the S:E:ward, & we had clear water, but before night all was 
fast and as full of Ice as ever.” Breakup was then, and is today, 
very much a wait-and-see event: Some years the ice-laden 
water will come very close to spilling over the riverbanks, 
while other years it is much less of a threat. It was likely a cause 
of much anxiety for not only the Bay men but for anyone liv-
ing near the shores of the Severn River at that time of the year.

In the spring of 1760 Marten and his men began working 
on a more permanent structure, but permafrost — which 
occurs as a narrow band all along Northern Ontario’s Hud-
son Bay coastline — hampered the digging of a foundation. 
Marten noted: “Clearing a place for a Foundation can make 
but poor hand on’t, not yet thaw’d enough to get the Trees 
up by the roots.” In later years, entries in the post journal 
noted shifting of constructions and flooding of cellars, all 
due to the melting and destabilization of the permafrost that 

Above: Artifacts found by Fort Severn resident Jeremiah Albany from the 
base of the bluff on which Humphrey Marten built the HBC post in 1759: 
two axe heads, a staple used in building construction, and a long-handled 
ladle, probably used to spoon lead into moulds to make shot and musket 
balls. Right: Joey Kakekaspan holds a brick found near the remains of Fort 
Churchill (New Severn Post), which stood from 1685 to 1690. 
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resulted from the elimination of the natural vegetation and 
the construction of buildings in the new clearing.

Along with the warming rays of spring came the herds 
of caribou moving into the area and incredible flocks of 
migrating geese and ducks. Post servants and local hunters 
employed by the HBC were sent out with the hope of break-
ing the monotonous diet. Trappers began coming in from 
their traplines with the winter harvests of furs. That first year 
saw a modest harvest of nearly 3,300 skins traded, of which 
there were 1,529 marten skins and 1,384 beaver skins. In 
addition to the lucrative furs and the promise of fresh meat 
came the clouds of blood-seeking insects — mostly mosqui-
toes and blackflies. At the end of June 1760, Marten noted: 
“Musketoes, as thick as they can Swarm.” Since the Bay 
men were already quite familiar with these pests, this journal 
entry must have been intended to underscore the hardships 
the men had to endure for the company.

The Bay men tried setting nets in the Severn River to sup-
ply themselves with fish, but these never seemed very pro-
ductive. They faced stiff competition from seals and beluga 
whales, which fed on the same fish stocks the Bay men were 
after. (Until the widespread use of snowmobiles, beluga were 
hunted by Fort Severn residents and used to feed their dog 
teams.) A frustrated Marten noted in June 1760: “We cant 
get a Single Fish for the Dam’d Whale, they Break the Netts, 
and have carryed one entirely a Way.”

Another way Marten tried to increase the post’s self-suffi-
ciency was to grow vegetables. Since Fort Severn is located 
at fifty-six degrees north latitude, days are quite long in the 
summer — on the longest day of the year, June 21, there are 
more than 17.5 hours of daylight. But there was one element 
that worked against them: permafrost, just a few centime-
tres below the surface. The challenge was well understood by 
Marten, who noted on June 10, 1760: “sow’d a few seeds, 
the ground thaw’d about 6 Inches.” Yields, at least during the 
first year at Fort Severn, were not much to write home about 
— in fact Marten did not record them at all in his journal. 
In future years, in spite of poor yields and some catastrophic 
ends to the gardens, vegetable plots were repeatedly planted. 

Humphrey Marten stayed another year at Severn House 
before being appointed acting chief trader at York Factory 
following the death of his friend James Isham. He would 
later be named chief trader at Fort Albany, and later still at 
York Factory. He eventually retired in 1786 and is thought 
to have died sometime before 1792. 

he relationship between the Mushkego Cree people 
and the location now called Fort Severn has evolved 
over the centuries since it emerged from the waters 

of Hudson Bay, and especially over the two and a half cen-
turies since the human landscape was altered by the perma-
nent presence of European traders. For nearly two centuries, 
provisioning the Hudson’s Bay Company post with game of 
all kinds became an integral part of this relationship. With-
out these provisions, the already challenging life of the HBC 
men would have been incredibly more demanding. Indeed, 

without these resources it is difficult to imagine that the 
post could have been maintained. In 1792, John Ballenden, 
master of Severn House, indicated, “Severn House depends 
entirely for provisions from the Homeguard Natives as I 
have never received from England more than ninety days 
annually of Provisions for Eighteen men.”

During the first decades of the existence of Severn House, 
the journals tell of small numbers of unnamed local people 
who spent time near the post, sometimes tending caribou 
snares, hunting “partridges,” or setting nets to provide fish 
for the HBC men. By the late nineteenth century, dwellings 
were constructed a short distance from the post, where peo-
ple would stay when coming to trade or to spend part of the 
warm summer months. A stay at Fort Severn was eventually 
inserted into the annual cycle of fur and food harvesting. 

In the mid-twentieth century, the Catholic Church estab-
lished a mission, for which it required a sawmill to produce 
lumber to meet its building needs. This mill was also used 
by local people to construct permanent dwellings in the area 
where Fort Severn’s school is now located.

For some, the moments recorded by Humphrey Marten 
are fur-trader history. After all, they deal with events that took 
place at an English trading establishment and the hardships 
that he and his men endured on behalf of the Governor and 
Company of Adventurers of England Trading into Hudson’s 
Bay. At the same time, however, Marten recorded a multitude 
of interactions and exchanges with unnamed local people 
on whose lands he had erected his stockaded trading post. 
Their contributions to the success of Marten’s enterprise went 
beyond simply providing animal pelts. They literally kept the 
traders alive. This relationship was the core around which a 
community developed — a community that is still thriving 
more than 260 years after the first Mushkego Cree hunters 
shared their meat with a sloop full of English fur traders. 

T

Canadian Rangers Sergeant Christopher Koostachin, the article’s co-
author, holds a trapped marten near Fort Severn. Koostachin grew up in 
an extended family that depended mainly on trapping and hunting. He 
has spent a lifetime learning from Elders and living on the land.  
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A NATIONAL 

CRIME
ONE HUNDRED YEARS AGO, DR. PETER HENDERSON BRYCE EXPOSED THE 

HORRIFYING DEATH TOLL AMONG CHILDREN IN RESIDENTIAL SCHOOLS.

BY MILES MORRISSEAU
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O ONE WANTED TO LISTEN TO DR. 
Peter Henderson Bryce. He documented the 
truth, reported the facts about residential 
schools, and faced opposition from the most 

powerful entities of his time — the Canadian government 
and the leading Christian churches: Catholic, Anglican, 
Methodist, and Presbyterian.

In 1922, Bryce, the former chief medical officer for the 
Department of the Interior and the Department of Indian 
Affairs, published and distributed The Story of a National 
Crime, being an Appeal for Justice to the Indians of Canada, a 
document so powerful that its words rang out to the hearts 
and minds of his intended audience — the Canadian public 
— and still ring out to the descendants of those whose story 
he wanted to share. 

In it, Bryce — who wrote annual reports on the “health of 
the Indians” from 1904 until he was sidelined 
by Deputy Superintendent of Indian Affairs 
Duncan Campbell Scott in 1914 — went 
public with the findings from his years of 
investigations into the terrible conditions that 
Indigenous children endured in residential 
schools in Western Canada. Bryce found 
extraordinarily elevated rates of tuberculosis 
and shockingly high mortality among chil-
dren who attended industrial and board-
ing schools, most of which were run by the 
Catholic and Anglican churches. 

At the time, tuberculosis was one of the 
leading causes of death in Canada. Although 
the contagious disease affected all popula-
tions, it struck hardest among those who were 
poor, malnourished, and lived in crowded, 
unsanitary conditions. In addition to his 
findings at residential schools, Bryce also dis-
covered that TB illness and death rates were 
many times higher on Indigenous reserves 
than among Canadians in general; yet the funding for care 
and treatment of Indigenous people was many times lower. 
The purpose of his report, written after he was forced to retire 
from the federal civil service in 1921, was to expose the Cana-
dian government’s inaction and to blow the whistle on what 
he described as a national crime. “It is indeed pitiable that … 
this trail of disease and death has gone on almost unchecked 
by any serious efforts on the part of the Department of Indian 
Affairs, placed by the BNA Act especially in charge of our 
Indian population,” he wrote. 

The first time I tried to read Bryce’s pamphlet, I could not get 
through it, even though the document consists of fewer than 
twenty pages. The weight of the words, and the depths of truths 
revealed in Bryce’s statistics, were too much to bear in one sit-
ting. For Indigenous people — especially the survivors of the 

Indian residential school system and those of us who are their 
descendants — the horrific truth laid bare in this thin text is 
one we feel deeply within our hearts, our minds, and our spirits. 

These events did not occur a long time ago: My grandmother 
went to a residential school during the time described by Bryce. 
Bryce’s findings were not, in the parlance of our times, “fake 
news.” Yet he encountered entrenched resistance, and the resi-
dential school system continued to operate for decades longer. 

As Indigenous people, this is a living, breathing history 
that we carry upon our shoulders, and what we look for in 
this age of reconciliation are allies who will begin to bear the 
weight of history upon their own shoulders. The centennial of 
Bryce’s report comes at a critical moment, with the ongoing 
identification of hundreds of graves on residential school sites 
and an historic apology by Pope Francis to Indigenous people 
on July 25, after he visited the former site of the Ermineskin 

Indian Residential School in Maskwacis, 
Alberta. The pontiff acknowledged the role 
the church played in partnership with the 
government. “I am sorry. I ask forgiveness, 
in particular, for the ways in which many 
members of the church and of religious com-
munities co-operated, not least through their 
indifference, in projects of cultural destruc-
tion and forced assimilation promoted by 
the governments of that time, which culmi-
nated in the system of residential schools.”

ong before there was a Canada 
— before the current national 
borders had been established on 

the continent — missionary schools began 
the indoctrination of Indigenous children 
as churches spread across North America. 
The Jesuits, the most important of the 
Catholic missionary orders, arrived in what 
was then known as New France in 1625. 

As European settlement and Christian missions spread 
westward over the following centuries, nuns and priests 
established several non-residential mission schools for Indig-
enous children. The first residential school — the Anglican 
Church’s Mohawk Institute in Brantford, Ontario — began 
operating in 1831. By the time of Confederation in 1867 
— when the British North America Act assigned the federal 
government jurisdiction over “Indians, and Lands reserved 
for the Indians” — churches were operating a small number 
of boarding schools for Indigenous children. 

A decade later, in 1876, the Indian Act became law. Over 
the following years and decades, the Indian Act expanded 
to the point where it controlled all aspects of First Nations 
life, including education. By 1880 the role of the Catholic 
and Protestant churches in running schools on reserves was 

N

Opposite page: Alex, a student at the St. Barnabas Indian Residential School on the Sarcee Reserve outside of Calgary, lies in bed in the mission hospital 
while his grandmother sits beside him. In 1920, when this photo was taken, a medical survey found that twenty-nine of the school’s thirty-three students 
were infected with tuberculosis. The school was closed two years later and was turned into an Indigenous tuberculosis sanatorium.
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The cover of The Story of a National 

Crime, published by Peter Henderson 
Bryce in 1922.
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explicitly stated in the act — enshrining co-operation between 
the churches and the state to place Indigenous children in 
institutions. The churches, with their missionary efforts, were 
already the primary means of European-inspired education for 
Indigenous children.

n 1904, Bryce, an Ontario physician, was appointed as 
the chief medical officer of the federal Department of the 
Interior and Department of Indian Affairs, following a 

twenty-two-year stint leading the Ontario Board of Health. 
In 1907, the minister of the interior asked him to inspect 
thirty-five Indian residential schools in Alberta, Manitoba, 
and Saskatchewan, and Bryce composed a special internal 
report on the deplorable conditions he observed. The Report 
on the Indian Schools of Manitoba and the Northwest Territories 
was based on data gathered by surveying the principals and 
by personally inspecting the schools, which included eight 
industrial schools and twenty-seven boarding schools. The 
report revealed that, due to rampant tuberculosis, in the fif-
teen schools that reported full statistics, “24 percent of all the 
pupils [who] had been in the schools were known to be dead,” 
while at one school on the File Hills reserve, sixty-nine per 
cent of students who had attended the school since its opening 
in 1889 were dead by 1907. Decrying the insufficient ventila-
tion and lack of fresh air in the schoolrooms and dormitories, 
where sick children were housed together with healthy ones, 
he wrote: “We have created a situation so dangerous to health 
that I was often surprised that the results were not even worse 
than they have been shown statistically to be.” 

There was, however, a louder, more powerful voice at the 
time, and it belonged to Duncan Campbell Scott. Already 
venerated as one of Canada’s “Confederation poets” — a group 
of English-language poets whose work helped to create the 
founding myth of Canada — Scott took charge of the Depart-
ment of Indian Affairs as deputy superintendent in 1913,  after 
having worked there since 1879. He ran the department for 
almost twenty years, until his retirement in 1932. 

Bryce spent the years between 1904 and 1914 gathering 

statistics on the health of Indigenous children and adults, both 
in schools and on reserves. But Scott blocked their release and 
refused to act on Bryce’s recommendations to control tuber-
culosis through sanitary improvements and more frequent 
health inspections by local doctors. In A National Crime, Bryce 
contended that “owing to the active opposition of Mr. D.C. 
Scott, and his advice to the then Deputy Minister, no action 
was taken by the Department to give effect to the recommen-
dations made.” He further stated that Scott’s intervention had 
prevented his 1907 report from “becoming a matter of criti-
cal discussion at the annual meeting of the National Tuber-
culosis Association in 1910.” After Scott assumed control of 
the Department of Indian Affairs in 1913, he halted Bryce’s 
investigations altogether, claiming in a letter reproduced in 
A National Crime that Bryce had not been employed by the 
department since a bureaucratic reorganization in 1908 — a 
gesture Bryce described as “transparent hypocrisy,” since Bryce 
had, in fact, continued preparing annual reports for the depart-
ment until Scott terminated the practice.

Although few people today could quote his poetry, Scott’s 
description of the intent of the Indian residential school system 
to commit a cultural genocide of First Nations people will live 
on in infamy. Speaking to a parliamentary committee in 1920 
in favour of his proposed amendments to the Indian Act, he 
stated: “Our objective is to continue until there is not a single 
Indian in Canada that has not been absorbed into the body 
politic and there is no Indian question and no Indian Depart-
ment.” The Indian Act amendments of 1919–20, which were 
passed by Parliament, included one that forced all Indigenous 
children between the ages of seven and fifteen to attend “such 
day, industrial or boarding school as may be designated by the 
Superintendent General.” The amendments gave a truant offi-
cer “the authority to enter any place where he has reason to 
believe there are Indian children.” Parents who refused the tru-
ant officer’s orders to send a child to school would be punished 
with a two-dollar fine or ten days imprisonment, or both, and 
the act decreed that “such child may be arrested without a war-
rant and conveyed to the school by the truant officer.” 

With the amendment to the Indian Act that made atten-
dance compulsory, Scott and the Canadian government forced 
children to attend schools that they knew, based on Bryce’s 
reports, to be disease-ridden and unsafe. In A National Crime, 
Bryce decried “the degree and extent of [the government’s] 
criminal disregard for the treaty pledges to guard the welfare of 
the Indian wards of the nation.” 

When Bryce released A National Crime, commentators pre-
dicted controversy. As the Vancouver Province reported on a 
debate over the document in the House of Commons: “Fire-
works were anticipated as all the members of the House were 
armed with [the] pamphlet.”

The report, continued the article, was “designed to show 
that the Indians of Canada are sadly neglected and being 
wiped out by tuberculosis. The minister admitted during 
the discussion of the estimates that the Indians had not been 
looked after as they should be and intimated that more money 
would be required for medical and educational purposes…. 
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Above left: Peter Henderson Bryce in 1920. Although Bryce supported 
the residential school system’s aim to assimilate Indigenous people 
into Christian, British-Canadian society, he decried the terrible health 
conditions in the schools. Above right: Duncan Campbell Scott, deputy 
superintendent of the Department of Indian Affairs, circa 1920.
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Top left: Junior boys rest in the dormitory of the Old Sun Residential School, circa 1930s. Run by the Church of England, the school was located on the 
Blackfoot Reserve (Siksika Nation) in Treaty Seven territory, six kilometres from Gleichen, Alberta. In his 1907 report, Peter Henderson Bryce found that 
forty per cent of the children who had attended the school since its opening in 1889 had died of tuberculosis. Above left: A schoolroom in St. Paul’s Indian 
Residential School circa 1890s. The school was operated by the Church of England and located on the Blood (Kainai Nation) reserve in Treaty Seven 
territory, southwest of Lethbridge, Alberta. Bryce found that thirty per cent of the children who had attended the school since its opening in 1891 had died 
of tuberculosis by 1907. Above right: A group of girls stands outside the File Hills Indian Residential School near the Okanese reserve in Treaty Four territory, 
120 kilometres northeast of Regina. A handwritten note at the bottom of the 1905 photo reads: “Top row: Elsie Akapew, Frances Ross, Winnie Akapew. 
Bottom row: Mary Akapew, Bessie Harvie.” Bryce recorded a sixty-nine per cent death rate among the school’s former pupils in his 1907 report. Below: 
Crosses mark gravesites in front of the Duck Lake boarding school, seen in the background at right. Located north of Saskatoon, the school was established 
by Roman Catholic missionaries in 1894 and later became known as St. Michael’s Residential School. In the school’s early years, tuberculosis was epidemic. 
In 1910 an Indian agent estimated that fifty per cent of the children sent to the school had died. 
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[It] would seem to be not too soon for the department to 
waken up. Doctor Bryce lays much of the blame at the door of 
Mr. Duncan Campbell Scott the poet who is deputy minister 
of the department.”

or Indigenous people, it took a long time to come to 
terms with what had happened. Many did not want to 
face the truth. They lived with it. Those terrible expe-

riences seeped into their souls and spirits, and they expressed 
their rage by beating and punishing the ones they loved. 

My grandmother Lydia survived the Norway House Indian 
Residential School in Norway House, Manitoba. None of her 
grandchildren knew about her experiences before she passed 
away. I visited the town of Dauphin, Manitoba, which had its 
own residential school, dozens of times and spent some week-
ends there at my Auntie Lily’s place in the summer and during 
all-Native hockey tournaments. Dauphin has a population of 
just over eight thousand and is served by two main roads. Yet I 
have no memory of the residential school, which was in opera-
tion there from 1914 to 1988. It was never talked about, as 
though the entire history had been washed away, just as Bryce’s 
work was shelved and largely forgotten until the early 1990s.

The early 1990s proved to be a pivotal time in Indigenous-
Canadian history. In June 1990 Elijah Harper, a Manitoba 
MLA, sat in the legislature with an eagle feather in his hand 
and refused to support the Meech Lake Accord because it did 

not address the rights of First Nations within Confederation, 
thereby ending a constitutional-reform process that required 
unanimous provincial support. As Harper said of the debate: 
“It was one of the few times in Canadian history that the dif-
ficulties of Aboriginal people have been the focus of attention, 
[and] it is one of the few times in history that unfairness of our 
systems as they affect Aboriginal peoples has been detailed.”

A month later, a blockade set up to prevent a golf course from 
expanding on Kanesatake Mohawk territory west of Montreal 
set off the seventy-eight-day Oka crisis. Later that fall, in an 
October 30 interview with CBC journalist Barbara Frum, 
Phil Fontaine, the Grand Chief of the Assembly of Manitoba 
Chiefs, disclosed the physical and sexual abuse he had survived 
at the Fort Alexander Indian Residential School in Manitoba.

By then, Indigenous people had started exposing historical 
truths, initially with the Red Power movement in the 1960s, 
with the art, music, and action of the 1970s, and then with the 
sobriety movement of the 1980s and 1990s. As the numbers of 
people gathering to heal from addiction grew, they found their 
stories were not only similar but traced back to the institutions 
that had existed in Canada for generations. The conditions in 
the residential schools, deemed a national crime by Bryce, were 
one source of the trauma, the violence, and the shame. 

The more Indigenous people talked about their histo-
ries, the more they began to reveal the truths that had 
been hidden from the world and denied within themselves. 

Left: Elijah Harper holds an eagle feather in the Manitoba 
legislature in June 1990. Top right: Canadian soldier Patrick 
Cloutier stands face-to-face with Mohawk protester Brad 
Larocque during the Oka crisis in September 1990. Above 
right: Sister St. Cyprien of the Grey Nuns prepares to X-ray a 
man’s chest at St. Boniface Sanatorium in Winnipeg in 1944.
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These revelations were part of an Indigenous renaissance 
that has seen people returning to their own traditions, cer-
emonies, languages, arts, and music. 

The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP), 
established in the aftermath of the Oka crisis, revealed 
many more stories that had long been forgotten, ignored, or 
covered up, including stories about the schools. During its 
work, commission historian John Milloy unearthed Bryce’s 
pamphlet, and he cited its findings in the final report.   

The commission’s work documented the violence and 
addiction suffered by Indigenous people, as well as the trauma 
caused not only by the residential school system but also by the 
loss of land and livelihood and by the destruction of traditional 
territories and waters for mining, timber, and hydroelectric 
development. The RCAP report remains the definitive docu-
ment of Indigenous-Canadian relations.

The trauma detailed in those pages led to the creation of 
the Aboriginal Healing Foundation (AHF), which supported 
community-based Aboriginal-directed healing initiatives to 
address the legacy of the physical and sexual abuse suffered 
in Canada’s Indian residential school system, including inter-
generational impacts. It had an eleven-year mandate that 
ended in 2009. 

I was the AHF’s director of communications for two 
years, but I arrived at the end of winter in 2006 as the foun-
dation was winding down. Its work, coupled with media 
stories as well as community and kitchen-table discussions, 
encouraged people to speak out and to seek funding for 
their communities. There were rumours of new money from 
the federal government to fund new programming and to  

continue the work of hundreds of front-line programs in 
First Nations, Métis, and Inuit communities across Canada. 
Those funds did not materialize. 

There was so much to hear. The phone would ring at the 
AHF office, and as soon as the conversation started I knew 
that I was about to hear the worst thing that had ever hap-
pened to the person who was calling. The foundation was 
helping people heal from trauma, but for many the first step 
was that they just wanted to be heard. They wanted some-
one to believe them. The truth had set them free, and they 
needed to speak their truth freely — but it was so hard to 
find someone who would listen.

I also didn’t know my own story, or how my grandmother 
Lydia had survived. I didn’t know it when she was alive. 
When I found out later that she had attended residential 
school, I didn’t know how the experience had affected 
her — and I still don’t. Even after the Truth and Recon-
ciliation Commission of Canada’s work, the evidence is still 
being discovered, uncovered, and recovered. In recent years, 
through discussions with survivors, I have learned of nutri-
tional, medical, and pharmaceutical experiments performed 
on Indigenous children, as well as tortures such as electric 
chairs and isolation closets. 

I don’t want to know too much about what happened in 
the school my grandmother Lydia attended; it is too much 
to bear. But I have realized how much my youngest daughter 
looks like Lydia, and how she carries her warmth and grace. 
One day I imagined her walking the hallways of that place, 
and I began to cry. 

Cindy Blackstock — the executive director of the First 

Above: Children and Elders from Lower Nicola First Nation in British Columbia take part in Orange Shirt Day events in 2019 to remember the children sent 
to residential schools. 
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SEARCHING FOR ANSWERS

It was called “Indian TB,” and it was believed to be a 
separate, highly virulent form of tuberculosis. Health 
authorities viewed the disease as a menace to the gen-
eral population, so in the 1930s the federal government 
began to create hospitals and sanatoriums exclusively 
for Indigenous people. 

The institutions were budgeted to operate at half the 
cost of regular medical facilities. They were drafty in winter, 
hot in summer, and infested with vermin, according to the 
Manitoba Indigenous Tuberculosis History Project (MITHP), 
a research project based at the University of Winnipeg.

Despite these conditions, Manitoba newspapers in the 
1930s and 1940s “assured the public that the ‘threat’ of 
Indian TB was being managed,” the MITHP says on its new 
website, Indigenoustbhistory.ca. 

The histories of the segregated TB hospitals and of 
residential schools frequently intersect. Many children con-
tracted TB — an airborne pathogen that commonly attacks 
the lungs — while attending the overcrowded schools. 
The bacteria that cause tuberculosis can remain latent in 
the body for many years, and deaths due to TB can occur 
months or years after the onset of symptoms.

Indigenous TB patients from remote northern Manitoba 
communities were often sent to institutions in the south. 
Fifty years after the last facility in Manitoba was closed, 
the burial sites of many patients remain unknown to their 
families. The MITHP website includes a searchable photo 
database of former Manitoba patients and a research guide.

“Indigenous individuals in the photos are rarely named, 
and often the hospitals are unknown as well,” said Erin Mil-
lions, the project’s research director and a historian at the 
University of Winnipeg.

People are asked to contact the project if they see 
someone they know in the photos. — Nelle Oosterom

A group of unidentified boys at the Clearwater Lake Indian 
Hospital in Manitoba in 1964.

Nations Child and Family Caring Society and a member 
of the Gitxsan First Nation — says Bryce’s work remains 
relevant. Blackstock and her society, along with the Assem-
bly of First Nations, fought a fifteen-year legal battle claim-
ing that the federal government violated the human rights 
of First Nations children in foster care by providing them 
less funding than the amount provided to non-Indigenous 
children. The battle ended in a $40-billion agreement in 
principle, under which the government promised to reform 
the system and to provide compensation to affected children 
and families.  

“The federal and provincial governments have frequently 
known better and chosen not to do better for First Nations, 
Métis, and Inuit children, which has produced, and contin-
ues to produce, devastating results,” Blackstock said. “The 
public has often known about the injustices, the remedies to 
fix them, and has even been outraged by government inac-
tion, but these injustices have not held public attention long 
enough to force the government to act.”

She continued: “Thousands of caring Canadians wore 
orange shirts in the wake of the discovery of children in 
unmarked graves last summer, and in response the federal 
government implemented more [of the] Truth and Reconcili-
ation Commission’s calls to action in a couple of months than 
they had in the previous six years…. Each of us needs to read 
the TRC calls to action, and send them to all of our elected 
officials, and ask them what they are personally doing to 
implement them, and to keep writing until change happens.”

In this age of reconciliation, we must reconcile our shared 
history. Indigenous people are still living a reality that the rest 
of the country has conveniently placed in the past. This is a 
living history, and the work and words of Dr. Peter Hender-
son Bryce still need to be heard as shrill as a whistle that has 
been blowing for a hundred years towards his intended audi-
ence — the Canadian public. 

This article was produced as part of Defining Moments Canada’s 
centennial commemoration of Bryce’s report. Read more at 
DefiningMomentsCanada.ca/Bryce100.

Lydia (Queskekapow) Sinclair, Miles Morrisseau’s grandmother, 
attended the Norway House Indian Residential School in Manitoba.
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T WAS SUPPOSED TO BE JUST ANOTHER 
collecting trip. In 1910, James Macoun, assistant 
naturalist with the Geological Survey of Canada, 
was sent to the northwest coast of Hudson Bay to 

secure specimens for the new Victoria Memorial Museum 
in Ottawa. Jim, or “Jimmy,” Macoun had been doing 
this kind of summer fieldwork for almost three decades. 
Initially trained as a botanist, Macoun was a formidable 
field collector, often working under difficult and hazardous 
conditions in remote areas and bringing back specimens 
from a wide assortment of plant and animal species. A Geo-
logical Survey paleontologist once remarked after a fossil-
collecting expedition to Western Canada, “Give me James 
every time. He knows no fatigue and fears no danger.” 
Macoun’s visit to the west coast of Hudson Bay, though, 
was no ordinary trip with no ordinary ending. The Victoria 
Daily Times claimed that Macoun’s adventures “read like 
a page of fiction,” while the Vancouver Province suggested 
that the story was “almost beyond belief.”

James Melville Macoun was the eldest son of professor 
John Macoun, a prolific field naturalist and a champion of 
the agricultural potential of the Canadian prairies. Known 
as the “father of Canadian botany,” the elder Macoun was 
appointed Dominion botanist to the Geological Survey of 
Canada in 1881 and established the Dominion Herbarium, 
a forerunner of the National Herbarium of Canada. Born 
in 1862 in Belleville, Canada West (later Ontario), Jim 
initially studied law before a career-changing detour as a 
field assistant for the Geological Survey in 1883. There-

after, as a member of the temporary staff, Jim worked 
alongside his father, gathering flora and fauna specimens 
during the summer field season, while describing and 
cataloguing the items during the winter months.

The younger Macoun’s big break came in 1891 when 
he helped with the British-Canadian case at the Bering 
Fur Seal Arbitration Tribunal in Paris. The case involved 
a dispute between Canadian and American sealers over 
the right to harvest fur seals in the Bering Sea and on the 
American-owned Pribilof Islands, 450 kilometres off the 
west coast of Alaska. Canadian officials were delighted with 
Macoun’s findings regarding the nature and habits of the 
migratory seals, which supported Canadian sealers’ claims.

Over the next two decades, though, Macoun’s out-
spoken nature and political leanings hampered his career 
advancement. He once told a close friend that the govern-
ment could hardly be expected to promote him, since — 
in contrast to his Conservative father — Jim was “a rabid 
socialist ... so far gone I contribute a column or two of 
stuff to a Labour paper here every week.” By 1910 he had 
been taken out of the field after writing a damning report 
about the agricultural potential of the Peace River Valley 
in northern Alberta, in which he opined that it was a “poor 
man’s country” for “people who, never having had much, 
will be satisfied with very little.” This assessment set off 
a firestorm of criticism from Western expansionists, and 
Macoun was relegated to preparing natural-history displays 
for the soon-to-be-opened Victoria Memorial Museum. 

Then, in 1910, his second lucky break came: A colleague 

SAVED FROM 

THE WRECKAGE 

I

AN INTREPID BOTANIST BRAVED ICE AND SNOW

TO BRING HIS PRIZED SPECIMENS HOME.

BY BILL WAISER
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The Jeanie lies wrecked on 
the rocks in Wager Bay, 
Northwest Territories, in 
September 1910. 
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had poisoned his fingers while using arsenic to prepare 
specimen skins, and Macoun was dispatched in his place to 
investigate the natural history of the Hudson Bay region. 
Excited at the prospect of getting away north, Macoun 
was determined to show how wrong the government had 
been in keeping him from the field. He sought advice from 
American biologists about what specific birds and mam-
mals should be secured. “I want to work on the lines that 
are of the greatest scientific value,” he wrote.

he Hudson Bay coast was remote, sparsely 
populated, and difficult to access from southern 
Canada. That seemed likely to change, however, 

with Prime Minister Wilfrid Laurier promising to build 
a railway to carry grain from the prairies to a terminus at 
Churchill in what was then Keewatin District, Northwest 
Territories, and is now northern Manitoba. The intention 
was to load the grain onto ships and send it to Europe. The 
anticipated coming of the Hudson Bay Railway nudged 
the Royal North West Mounted Police (RNWMP) into 
expanding its presence along the coast. 

In 1910, the Mounties had only two detachments in 
their “M” Division, which spanned the west and north-
west coast of Hudson Bay in Keewatin District. One 
detachment, built in 1903, was at Cape Fullerton on the 
northwest coast of the bay, where American whalers over-
wintered; the other, built in 1905, was further south at 
Churchill, on the site of a former Hudson’s Bay Company 
post. The police proposed to place prefabricated shelter 
huts, a precursor to posts, at three additional locations on 

the northwest coast of the bay in present-day Nunavut — 
Eskimo Point (now Arviat), Rankin Inlet, and Chester-
field Inlet — as well as a possible fourth hut still farther 
north at Wager Bay or Repulse Bay (now Naujaat). To 
carry out this work, the force had chartered the services of 
the Newfoundland-based wooden schooner Jeanie for the 
summer for $6,000.

Macoun travelled aboard the steamer Stanley from Halifax 
to Churchill, reaching the mounted police post as the Jeanie 
was preparing to set sail up the western coast of the bay. He 
immediately made arrangements with the Mounties and the 
schooner skipper to travel on board, believing it would enable 
him to collect specimens over a wide range of territory with 
relative ease. The Jeanie, however, did not inspire confidence. 
She was lucky to have made it as far as Churchill from her 
home port in Newfoundland and was already sporting a gap-
ing hole in her patchwork sail. The crew was apparently little 
better. “I would not like to be stranded ... up north with a 
crew of such fellows,” Macoun later remarked. The schooner’s 
one saving feature was its auxiliary gas engine.

On August 25, 1910, after several days collecting around 
Churchill, Macoun sailed north along the western rim of 
Hudson Bay aboard the Jeanie. The schooner’s nine-mem-
ber crew was captained by Harold Bartlett, who doubled as 
navigator. Harold came from a renowned Newfoundland 
sailing family whose members included Bob Bartlett, who 
famously captained Robert Peary’s vessel during his second 
attempt to reach the North Pole in 1905–6. But the Jeanie 
expedition was Harold Bartlett’s maiden voyage into the 
Hudson Bay region, and his inexperience would become a 
liability as he was tested by unstable weather. Other schoo-
ner passengers included RNWMP Superintendent Cort-
landt Starnes (a future Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
commissioner), a sergeant, four constables, and a doctor. 
Three Inuit couples served as guides.

Macoun spent two days collecting at Eskimo Point and 
Rankin Inlet while the portable houses were erected. He 
was surprised to discover an intermingling of Arctic and 
more southern plants at these places — he had expected to 
find only Arctic flora. He also gathered information from 
Inuit inhabitants about the distribution and habits of local 
birds and mammals. This fieldwork was supplemented with 
photographs. While drying his plant specimens, Macoun 
used the time to wander about snapping pictures.

The next stop at Chesterfield Inlet had to be abandoned 
because of “dirty weather,” and the schooner made for Cape 
Fullerton, where she was nearly wrecked on the rocks during 
a rain squall. “All hands made ready for the worst,” Macoun 
scribbled in his notebook on September 3. “Had the vessel 
been wrecked in the dark there would have been little hope.”

Starnes and four other policemen remained behind at the 
Cape Fullerton RNWMP detachment, while Macoun, one 
constable, and the Inuit guides continued north to Wager 
Bay, where the last hut was to be placed. Their arrival there 
was delayed because of a sluggish ship compass that took 
them off course eastward towards Southampton Island. 

A map shows the path taken by Jim Macoun and his companions after the 
wreck of the Jeanie in Wager Bay, Northwest Territories. 
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According to Macoun’s last diary entry on September 9, 
with the Jeanie anchored in a small cove in Wager Bay, a 
fierce snowstorm with gale-force winds came up in the after-
noon, broke the anchor chains, and violently drove the ship 
aground that night. The schooner listed and slowly began to 
take on water. Fortunately, when daylight broke it was low 
tide, and everyone on board scrambled safely ashore.

Macoun had been shipwrecked almost twenty years ear-
lier. In 1892, during his investigation of the Pribilof Islands 
seal rookeries for the Fur Seal Arbitration Tribunal, he had 
nearly drowned when his ship struck a rock off the Queen 
Charlotte Islands (now Haida Gwaii), British Columbia. 
He drew on that experience and, together with RNWMP 
Constable J.G. Jones, ordered everyone to take refuge in 
the new shelter hut while they assessed the situation.

The wreck of the Jeanie left them with two small boats: 
a gasoline launch and a whaling boat that had been used 
to ferry cargo ashore. Both boats had been smashed on the 
rocks during the storm. Over the next week, the stranded 
crew and passengers repaired the craft to make them sea-
worthy. The nearest settlement was the mounted police 
detachment at Cape Fullerton, nearly 250 kilometres 
south along the coast. They faced the prospect of waiting 
out the winter there — if they made it.

Because of space limitations, baggage and any extra 
clothing had to be left behind at Wager Bay. Macoun’s 
animal specimens suffered the same fate and were aban-
doned aboard the Jeanie. His collection of marine life was 
also sacrificed when the tank in which it was housed was 
confiscated to carry fresh water after the shipwreck.

Macoun refused, however, to part with his botanical col-
lections. “It was only by intimidation,” he later told the 

Geological Survey director, Reginald Walter Brock, “that I 
was allowed to take my specimens with me.” Macoun also 
wrote letters to his father and children in the event that he 
did not return home alive. It is not known what the letters 
said, nor what became of them.

Macoun and his party set off on September 16, with the 
gasoline launch towing the whaling boat. They took three 
days to reach Cape Fullerton, often losing sight of the coast 
along the way. American Captain George Comer had just put 
his whaling ship, the A.T. Gifford, in winter quarters at Cape 
Fullerton, but he agreed to take the party down to Churchill, 
more than six hundred kilometres distant. The Jeanie refugees 
arrived back in Churchill exactly a month after they had left it.

ecause of the lateness of the season and the freeze-
up of the bay, Macoun could not return home by 
ship. He consequently did some more collecting 

in the area — mostly gathering bird specimens — until 
the terrain had frozen and it was safe to travel on foot 
across the landscape riddled with lakes, rivers, and wet-
lands. His plan was to walk nearly one thousand kilome-
tres south to Gimli, Manitoba. He would not be alone. 
A handful of men from the Canadian Hydrographic Sur-
vey, who had also been stranded at Churchill, joined him 
on the trek. So too did the Jeanie’s captain and crew, who 
had come to rely on his leadership.

Many of those travelling with Macoun, especially the 
Jeanie crew, had to learn to use snowshoes. The few dog-
sleds that had been secured at Churchill were reserved 
for supplies and gear — and for the ninety kilograms of 
natural-history specimens Macoun had accumulated. 
There were no tents. The mounted police supplied the 
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Above left: Inuit and American crew members push aside drifting ice caught on the bow of the whaling schooner A.T. Gifford at Cape Fullerton, Northwest 
Territories, circa 1895–1912. Above right: James Macoun stands aboard the Stanley en route from Halifax to Churchill, Northwest Territories, on July 7, 1910.
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men with winter outfits and sleeping bags lined with rabbit 
fur. Macoun borrowed fresh undergarments from a doctor 
in Churchill, since the only clothes he possessed were the 
ones he had worn at the time of the shipwreck. 

The long walk south started on December 5, 1910, several 
weeks after the press in southern Canada had begun to specu-
late about Macoun’s fate. The men, travelling in two groups 
with Indigenous guides from Churchill, made first for Split 
Lake, a Cree community on the Nelson River in Keewatin 
District. Deep snow made for difficult walking. So did surface 
water on some of the frozen lakes. Every night the men’s feet 
were inspected for signs of frostbite or gangrene.

The next leg to Norway House — still in Keewatin 
District and just north of Lake Winnipeg — was equally 
demanding. This time it was the brutally low temperatures 
that caused the men to suffer. Macoun later told his father 
that he had “never dreamed of such cold before.” A few 
had their cheeks scarred from frostbite. The cold and snow 
remained constant companions until the men reached 

Gimli, near the southern end of Lake Winnipeg, six 
weeks after setting out from Churchill. Macoun was ten 
kilograms lighter. After telegraphing his relieved father 
and family, he made for Winnipeg, where he caught the 
first train to Ottawa. He reached home on January 18, 
1911, along with his specimens for the new museum.

Macoun’s official report discussed how his completion of 
the first known botanical survey of the west coast of Hudson 
Bay would assist in mapping the range of Arctic and Subarc-
tic species. More than three hundred specimens he collected 
on that trip were added to the Dominion Herbarium that 
his father founded, and today reside in the National Herbar-
ium of Canada. Kept by the Canadian Museum of Nature, 
which now occupies the Victoria Memorial Museum build-
ing where Macoun once worked, the National Herbarium 
contains more than one million specimens, including the 
world’s largest collection of preserved Canadian Arctic plants. 

“James Macoun’s 1910 specimens from northern Canada 
capture snapshots from a region and time characterized 
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BOTANY IN THE BAY
The many plants Jim Macoun collected on his 1910 Hudson 
Bay expedition include these specimens of Oxytropis bellii, 
or Bell’s Arctic locoweed; Arctanthemum arcticum, or Arctic 
daisy; Pyrola grandiflora, or large-flowered wintergreen; and 
Cassiope tetragona, or Arctic white heather.  

ARCTANTHEMUM  

ARCTICUM

CASSIOPE TETRAGONA

OXYTROPIS BELLII

PYROLA GRANDIFLORA 



by challenges to travel and specimen preservation that are 
much greater than those our researchers face today — and 
even now, there are many gaps in the map of specimen col-
lections in that part of the country,” said Jennifer Doubt, 
botany curator at the Canadian Museum of Nature. “That 
Macoun went there, and despite the hardships returned with 
excellent specimens, speaks to his focus and tenacity…. As 
environmental change from climate shifts and human activ-
ity accelerate, we’ll look increasingly to specimens collected 
in those remote areas — including those collected by James 
Macoun — to document the impacts and implications of 
that change for our ecosystems and futures.”

Despite his gruelling efforts to save his specimens and to 
bring them home, Macoun’s field expenses were questioned 
by the Auditor General’s office. He had to make a special 
appeal to cover the purchase of snowshoes, moccasins, and 
winter clothing in Churchill for the overland trip to Gimli. 
One wonders if the government would have paid for the 
undergarments he borrowed from the Churchill doctor.

In his newspaper interviews, Jim Macoun chose not to 
make a big fuss about his Hudson Bay adventure. “We had 
very little hardship,” he informed the Ottawa Citizen the day 
after his return. “The wreck and the predicament it left us in 
made very little difference, either to me personally or to the 
object of my trip.” Privately, it was a different story. Macoun 
confided to a colleague at the Geological Survey that the 
wreck of the Jeanie could have ended much differently if he 
and RNWMP Constable Jones had not assumed command 
of the situation. The crew was little better than useless after 
the ship ran aground and began to take on water.

He also made a telling admission to Captain Bartlett 
after he was safely home. Not only was the ship poorly 
equipped and supplied, but it was in no shape to make the 
trip along the western rim of the bay. “For my own part,” 
Macoun wrote, “I was very thankful that the ‘Jeanie’ was 
wrecked in Wager Inlet as ... I had very grave doubts as to 
whether we should get [out] safely.”

He added, “The less said about it the better.” 

Members of Jim Macoun’s party and their dog 
teams pause for a rest near Split Lake, Northwest 
Territories, in December 1910. 
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Hope floats
Exploring a Nova Scotia canal that turned out to be a route to ruin for its  
investors. by Mark Collin Reid

othing says family fun like explor-
ing one of Nova Scotia’s worst 

boondoggles — a transportation mega-
project that nearly bankrupted investors 
on both sides of the Atlantic and that, 
almost immediately after it was com-
pleted, was made obsolete.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. Our 
story begins during my last trip home to 
Nova Scotia. I usually spend most of my 
time in Pugwash, on the province’s north 
shore, visiting my parents. But I always 
make time to stop by Dartmouth, located 
across the harbour from Halifax, to visit 
my sister and her family.

The last time we got together, my sister 
suggested that we all go for a hike south-
west of Halifax to view the remnants of 

some Second World War coastal defences. 
This time we decided to stay closer to 
home — a ten-minute drive away, to be 
exact — to explore Shubie Park, home 
to a historic canal that in the 1800s was 
touted as an economic El Dorado for 
what was then a British colony.

Dartmouth’s nickname is the City of 
Lakes, and Shubie Park, nestled between 
Lake Micmac and Lake Charles, is a 
sixteen-hectare oasis of placid waters and 
lush deciduous forest in the middle of the 
city. It lies within the Acadian forest zone 
and boasts several varieties of maples and 
birches, along with a hemlock estimated 
to be 178 years old.

We pull into the parking lot at the Fair-
banks Centre, the park’s interpretation 

centre. As a history buff, my first instinct is 
to head inside to check out the miniature 
model of the Shubenacadie Canal, as well 
as to read the biographies of the key play-
ers behind its construction. But the centre 
would have to wait — my son and his 
two cousins were already bounding down 
a trail towards Lock 3 — one of nineteen 
planned locks (only nine were completed) 
along the canal route that stretches 114 
kilometres through central Nova Scotia 
from Halifax Harbour to the Bay of Fundy.

Time for some history — but I warn 
you, it’s convoluted, somewhat depress-
ing, and would require many more words 
to fully do justice to the story’s many 
twists and turns.

It begins with the Mi’kmaq — the 
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Visitors paddleboard on  Lake Banook, 
in Dartmouth, Nova Scotia. The lake 
is one of several in the Shubenacadie 
Canal waterway that links Halifax 
Harbour and the Bay of Fundy. 
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province’s original inhabitants — who in 
the 1600s introduced newcomers from 
France, called Acadians, to the lakes and 
waterways of central Nova Scotia, includ-
ing the tidal Shubenacadie River.

After the British, who were based in 
Halifax, expelled the Acadians in 1755, 
their thoughts turned to commerce and 
profit. Eager to cut down shipping time, 
some merchants mused about digging a 
canal from Halifax to the Bay of Fundy 
as a way of quickly reaching markets in 
what’s now New Brunswick and on the 
eastern seaboard of the United States.

In 1796, they conducted a feasibility 
study for a Shubenacadie Canal, but it 
went nowhere. In 1824, a second study 
was conducted by Francis Hall, a Scottish 
civil engineer.

Hall suggested that a canal be built with 
nineteen locks at a total cost of 55,344 
pounds. His vision of steam-powered tug-
boats hauling boats brimming with goods 

captivated Haligonians.
In 1826, the Shubenacadie Canal Com-

pany was formed with the financial back-
ing of several prominent Nova Scotia busi-
nessmen, including beer baron Alexander 
Keith, shipping magnate Samuel Cunard, 
and banker Enos Collins, a former priva-
teer during the War of 1812.

Alas, the canal plan quickly went off 
course. Construction ran over budget 
and was plagued by shoddy workman-
ship, particularly on the stone locks that 
assisted boats in bypassing sections of 
waterway with steep elevation changes. 
Designed for a warmer climate, the locks 
crumbled due to the freeze-thaw cycle of 
Nova Scotia winters.

The canal company’s president, Charles 
Rufus Fairbanks, sailed to England in 
search of more funding. But the problems 
persisted. In some places, the canal veered 
badly from its designated route. In others, 
the locks were built too narrow to permit 

the passage of certain boats. By 1831, the 
money had dried up, forcing the Scottish 
and Irish immigrant labourers to quit due 
to the lack of payment.

It was all quite scandalous, and the 
canal company was flooded with bad 
press. Funders, including the British gov-
ernment, called in their loans. By the end 
of the decade, everyone assumed that the 
canal was dead in the water — everyone, 
that is, except Charles Rufus Fairbanks’s 
son Charles William Fairbanks.

The younger Fairbanks watched as his 
father fruitlessly tried to revive the canal 
and then died in 1841 with the project 
uncompleted. Studying engineering in 
Britain, Charles William returned to 
Nova Scotia in the 1850s intent on sal-
vaging his father’s legacy. In 1854 he 
bought the land along the canal route and 
relaunched the project — this time using 
construction techniques designed to sur-
vive North American winters.
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Left: The Shubenacadie Canal connects Dartmouth, Nova Scotia, with Maitland on 
the Bay of Fundy. Top: Locks such as Lock 5 shown here allow boats to traverse sec-
tions of waterway with steep changes in elevation. Above left: The Shubenacadie 
River in central Nova Scotia. Above right: Two stone markers, created by Irish and 
Scottish immigrant stonemasons, indicate the entrance to Lock 1 at Sullivan's Pond 
in Dartmouth.

THE 

SHUBENACADIE 

CANAL SYSTEM

Shubenacadie

Lock 9

Lock 8

Lock 7

Lock 6

Lock 5

Lock 4

Lock 3

Lock 2

Lock 1

Halifax Dartmouth

Fairbanks Centre

Shubenacadie River

Maitland

Bay of Fundy

Nova Scotia

OCTOBER-NOVEMBER 2022       61

DEST INAT IONS



His plan called for only nine locks, 
not nineteen. He also incorporated a 
relatively new technology — the marine 
railway, which enabled users to load boats 
onto specially designed rail cars, called 
cradles, and transport them overland 
from one section of waterway to another. 
The younger Fairbanks estimated the 
cost of completing the canal to be  
17,250 pounds.

As we make our way through Shubie 
Park, we stop to inspect the fruits of his 
efforts. Lock 3 and Lock 2, located close 
to where the canal meets Lake Micmac, 
remain intact after more than a century 
and a half — a testament to the talents of 
the stonemasons who built them.

Compared to the first attempt at con-
structing the canal, the second phase was 
smooth sailing. By 1857 much of the 
canal system was complete, and, after the 
final installation of the marine railways, 
the first cross-colony trip from Dart-
mouth to the Bay of Fundy was made by 
the steamer Avery in November 1861.

Unfortunately for Fairbanks, redemp-
tion for his father was ultimately thwarted 

by the iron horse. As workers were put-
ting the finishing touches on the canal, a 
rival transportation company, the Nova 
Scotia Railway, was working to build a 
rail line between Halifax and the Annap-
olis Valley community of Windsor on 
the Bay of Fundy.

Unlike canals, which froze in winter, the 
train operated year-round, and it could 
make the trip from Halifax Harbour to 
Fundy tidewater in a fraction of the time. 
The Shubenacadie Canal, touted as a cash 
cow, turned out to be a white elephant. It 
fell into financial ruin and by 1870 had 
ceased operation.

For most of the twentieth century, the 
canal lay abandoned and largely forgot-
ten. But in the 1960s Dartmouth’s civic 
leaders began to explore ways to repur-
pose the canal as a recreation and tourism 
draw. In 1977 the community proposed 
the creation of Shubie Park. Fairbanks 
Centre opened to visitors a decade later. 
Today Shubie Park boasts a fully serviced 
campsite, extensive hiking trails (includ-
ing a section that is part of the Great Trail 
that spans Canada), and two beaches, one 

of which is supervised for swimming. In 
winter, the park offers more than nine 
kilometres of cross-country ski trails.

At the Fairbanks Centre, staff are happy 
to show us the model of the canal as well 
as artifacts recovered by archaeologists 
along the canal route. The park is run by 
the Shubenacadie Canal Commission, a 
charity established by the provincial gov-
ernment to oversee the enjoyment and 
preservation of the canal system waterway.

As our visit winds to a close, I can’t help 
but ponder the irony of the Shubenacadie 
Canal. Built to maximize the profits of 
Halifax’s business elites, it has ultimately 
enriched the lives of all citizens of the 
greater Halifax region — not by increas-
ing their cash flows but, rather, by offer-
ing them a scenic and serene respite from 
the rat race of modern city life. And that’s 
something you can’t put a price tag on. 
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Left: This 1980s sketch depicts an 1860s 
scene of the Avery hauling cargo on the 
Shubenacadie Canal. Below left: A barge is 
transported by a marine railway on the Mor-
ris Canal in New Jersey. Engineer Charles 
W. Fairbanks drew inspiration from this 
canal when designing the Shubenacadie 
Canal. Below right: Visitors to Shubie Park's 
Fairbanks Centre observe a model of a canal 
locks system.

IF YOU GO 

GETTING THERE: Shubie Park 
is located just off Waverley Road in 
Dartmouth, Nova Scotia. Follow the 
signs for the Fairbanks Centre. For 
public transit, head to the Bridge 
Terminal in downtown Dartmouth 
and catch the No. 55 Port Wallace 
bus to the park.

EXPLORE: The park features several 
significant historical canal features, 
including Lock 2, Lock 3, and the 
Deep Cut, a portion of canal that was 
carved and hacked with great effort 
out of granite bedrock.

WATCH FOR: Shubie Park is home 
to a variety of wildlife, including 
ducks, birds, squirrels, turtles, deer, 
and beavers.
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MONTREAL Two exhibitions at the 
Château Ramezay Historic Site and 
Museum of Montréal explore Inuit 
life and stories from the Far North. 
Inuit Worlds — The Collection of Sala-
din d’Anglure presents forty objects 
from among more than 350 col-
lected by anthropologist Bernard Sal-
adin d’Anglure during trips between 
1960 and 2000 to what are today 
known as Nunavik and Nunavut. 

On loan from Université Laval in 
Quebec City, the sculptures, clothes, 
tools, and other items illuminate 
traditional Inuit life and spirituality, 
including practices based on sus-
tenance, semi-nomadism, and the 
Arctic ecosystem. Roald Amundsen 
— Lessons from the Arctic focuses 
on the Norwegian explorer’s stay 
among the Canadian Inuit, includ-
ing during his 1903–6 journey that 

was the first European crossing of 
the Northwest Passage. Inuit skills 
and knowledge also contributed 
to Amundsen’s 1910–12 expedition, 
which was the first to reach the 
South Pole. Lessons from the Arctic is 
curated by the Fram Museum in Oslo, 
Norway, and includes photographs, 
diary excerpts, and texts that docu-
ment Amundsen’s expeditions. Both 
exhibitions continue to April 9, 2023.

WHISTLER, B.C. The exhibit Ancient Medicine: From Feast 
to Famine to Freedom opened on National Indigenous Peo-
ples Day, June 21, at the Squamish-Lil’wat Cultural Centre 
and continues until December. It explores the complex health 
journey of Indigenous people, including traditional medicinal 
plants, the interruption of people’s natural diets, and ways 
these foods and medicines are used today. Curator Mixalhítsa7 
Alison Pascal notes the effects of the Indian residential school 
system in causing Indigenous people to stop using medicines 
that were “effective and easily available.” Among other things, 
Ancient Medicine shows how this led to a range of chronic ill-
nesses. Regarding current efforts to reclaim and to reconnect 
with traditional health and wellness, Pascal said, “Every time 
we use traditional food or medicine we take back a piece of 
our freedom, a piece of our history, and promote healthy living 
for the future.” The exhibit includes related work by contem-
porary artists from the Squamish and Lil’wat nations.

Above left: This 1982 sculpture from Iglulik, in what is now Nunavut, is made from whalebone, caribou antler, and stone. It depicts an angakkuq 
(shaman) with his qilaut (drum), an instrument that played a key role in shamanic practices. The shaman is depicted as having two faces — one 
in front and the other at the back of his head. Above right: Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen with his sled dogs on the Yukon River at 
Eagle City, Alaska, on December 5, 1905, during his crossing of the Northwest Passage.

Curator Mixalhítsa7 Alison Pascal explains the exhibit Ancient 

Medicine to visitors at the Squamish-Lil’wat Cultural Centre on 
National Indigenous Peoples Day, June 21.

AT THE MUSEUMS
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TRADE RELATIONS

Possessing Meares Island:  
A Historian’s Journey into 
the Past of Clayoquot Sound
by Barry Gough 

Harbour Publishing,  

264 pages, $36.95

The War in the Woods of the 1980s 
and 1990s pitted the government of 
British Columbia against the First 
Nations of Meares Island, B.C., in a 
battle over Indigenous rights to the 
land and its resources. The provincial 
government had granted a license for 
clear-cut logging on the island to the 
forestry company MacMillan Bloe-
del. The First Nations, represented 
by the Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Coun-
cil, argued that the land and forests 
belonged to them. They maintained 
that MacMillan Bloedel had no right 
to cut down trees and that the B.C. 
government had no right to authorize 
the cutting.

Although the confrontation some-
times grew physical — protestors 
blocked roads and ports, and some 
environmental activists drove metal 
spikes into trees, potentially threat-
ening the lives of chainsaw-wielding 
loggers — in the main the battle was 
fought by the pen, not by the sword. 
In 1985, after MacMillan Bloedel 
received a court injunction to stop 
protesters from blocking access to the 
trees — and the First Nations, led 
by Tla-o-qui-aht (Clayoquot) Chief 
Moses Martin, received a counter-
injunction to stop loggers from cut-
ting those same trees — the stage was 

set for a multi-year legal showdown.
As lawyers for the First Nations 

gathered evidence to support their 
case, they assembled a team of experts 
in the archaeology, anthropology, and 
history of Meares Island. Among those 
experts was professor Barry Gough, a 
maritime and naval historian who had 
studied the interactions between trad-
ers, imperialists, and the Indigenous 
communities of the Pacific Northwest 

during the colonial period of the Brit-
ish Empire. The extensive research 
Gough undertook as part of the case 
to prove that Aboriginal title to the 
land existed, and had never been 
ceded to the Crown, forms the basis 
of his book Possessing Meares Island.

According to Canadian legal prec-
edent, in order to prove that Aborigi-
nal title to the land existed, the lawyers 

for the First Nations needed to show 
that the ancestors of the Indigenous 
people they represented were mem-
bers of an “organized society” that 
had occupied the lands in question at 
the time when England asserted sov-
ereignty over those lands.

To do so, Gough went back to the 
ship’s logs and travel narratives of the 
late 1700s, when maritime traders first 
encountered the Indigenous peoples 
of Meares Island in Clayoquot Sound, 
off the west coast of Vancouver Island. 
In his book he cites multiple narratives 
that tell of the Nuu-chah-nulth people 
who inhabited this area under the sway 
of the great Chief Maquinna and who 
hunted sea otters to trade their furs 
for European goods such as blankets, 
muskets, knives, and iron cookware. 
Gough draws at length, for example, 
from the writings of British Captain 
John Meares, after whom the island 
was eventually named.

During a trading voyage in 1788, 
Meares was welcomed to a village by 
another chief: “About noon Wicka-
ninnish arrived in a small fleet of 
canoes. He undertook to pilot Meares’ 
ship into his harbour…. Nearby was 
a village, and it is shown on Meares’ 
plan. There, upon invitation, the Eng-
lish mariners were treated to a feast of 
unimagined delicacies…. Wickanin-
nish, the supreme host, made every 
attempt to make Meares happy, and 
he was successful, for these two head-
men, as it were, made a compact that 
the one would collect skins and the 
other would return during the next 
trading season to take in the prize 
cargo reserved for him. This is one of 
the first recorded contracts of North-
west Coast trade.”

Gough follows the documentary 
trail from those earliest encounters, 
through the boom and bust of the 
sea otter fur trade, to the “turbulent 
decades” of the 1850s and 1860s 
that were “characterized by changing 
economic circumstances, internecine 
wars [and] Indigenous population 
dispersals and declines,” to the exten-
sion of British law and authority over 
the region and, eventually, the entry 

The Nuu-chah-nulth
people hunted sea
otters to trade furs

for European goods
such as blankets,

muskets, knives, and
iron cookware
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of British Columbia into Canadian 
Confederation in 1871. Through it 
all, he demonstrates that, “as late as 
the mid-nineteenth century, Wicka-
ninnish and his kin remained in 
peaceful possession of Clayoquot 
Sound…. The Nuu-chah-nulth 
peoples had not died off. They had 
shown resilience in the face of the 
industrial revolution brought to them 
in the holds of ships.”

Much like the ships that plied the 
oceans during the age of sail, Gough’s 
narrative ranges widely, tying the Nuu-
chah-nulth villages of Meares Island to 
the globe-spanning trade and imperial 
designs of the British, Spanish, Ameri-
can, Russian, and Chinese empires. 
The book’s vast cast of characters 
encompasses Indigenous chiefs, sea 
captains, and colonial authorities of 
many nations. Maps and charts, as well 
as informative endnotes and a thor-
ough index, provide useful reference 
points for navigating this sometimes-

convoluted tale. Gough’s writing style 
combines grandeur with intimacy, 
inviting readers to share vicariously in 
the passion and adventure of the story’s 
world-shaping events.

Reviewed by Kate Jaimet, the senior edi-

tor of Canada’s History magazine.

CIVIC ENTERPRISE

Thinking Big:  
A History of the Winnipeg 
Business Community to the 
Second World War
by Jim Blanchard 

Great Plains Publications,  

252 pages, $24.95

With so many stories of 
the men whose names 
still adorn the buildings 
and mark the streets of 
Winnipeg’s Exchange 
District, Thinking Big 

feels at times like a guided historical 
tour through the area. Jim Blanchard’s 
book is most definitely a story of men 
and their businesses, but it’s also a 
very readable history of Winnipeg’s 
evolution from the early days of the 
fur trade up to the 1940s.

Blanchard, an author and former 
president of the Manitoba Historical 
Society, is very familiar with his topic, 
having published three other books 
on this period of the city’s history. As 
a result, he does a masterful job of 
weaving a timeline through Winnipeg’s 
many business booms and busts.

Thinking Big explores the arrival of 
the first white settlers and their nego-
tiated relationships with Indigenous 
nations in the region. It also covers 
the construction of the Canadian 
Pacific Railway and corresponding 
land speculation; the rise of the grain 
economy; the emergence of orga-
nized labour; and persistent efforts 
to industrialize Winnipeg’s economy, 
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including during a world war and a 
global depression.

Blanchard devotes many pages to 
stories surrounding the development of 
the city’s public utilities. Among them, 
there is a brief but informative section 
regarding events leading up to the con-
tentious acquisition of a site on Shoal 
Lake, on the Manitoba-Ontario border, 
for Winnipeg’s main water supply — 
something that left the Shoal Lake 40 
First Nation without its own drinking-
water supply. The book also details the 
evolution of Winnipeg Electric, which 
began as a street railway company and 
which most of the city’s business com-
munity saw as essential to attracting 
manufacturing to the city — the com-
pany opened Manitoba’s first hydroelec-
tric dam at Pinawa in 1906. Meanwhile, 
Winnipeg-based North Star Oil grew 
to have three hundred service locations 
across the prairies by 1930.

Blanchard also illustrates how, as 
it sought to drive economic growth 
in the city, Winnipeg’s business com-
munity was closely aligned with civic 
interests. Drawing upon minutes of 
city meetings, presentations, and other 
records, he points out that the busi-
ness-led entities established in the late 
1800s, such as the Board of Trade and 
the Grain Exchange, played an influ-
ential role in directing the city’s future.

The Board of Trade, for example, 
was key to ensuring that the CPR 
came through Winnipeg, rather 
than Selkirk, Manitoba, and the 
board later used its considerable 
clout to negotiate and to protect pre-
ferred shipping rates for Winnipeg 
wholesalers as the railway expanded 
westward. The Board of Trade also 
worked to organize the burgeoning 
wheat industry through the estab-
lishment of the Grain Exchange. 
The exchange’s membership, which 
largely consisted of grain traders and 
elevator owners, saw the importance 
of bringing early order and efficiency 
to pricing. However, regulation of 
the industry ultimately produced 
friction between producers, market-
ers, and government that lasted for 
the next hundred years.

Blanchard also explores the role 
the Board of Trade played in estab-
lishing the Committee of 1000, a 
secretive citizen’s committee formed 
to counter the 1919 Winnipeg Gen-
eral Strike by organizing to replace 
workers throughout the city. After the 
strike ended, the same group thwarted 
efforts by the strike leaders to secure 
positions on the city council.

Thinking Big examines the age-
old question of why Winnipeg, so 
often at the precipice of establishing 
itself as a major economic hub for 
North America, has seemingly fallen 
just short of its greatest expectations 
— but Blanchard doesn’t really pro-
vide an answer. Nonetheless, his book 
sheds light on the many people who, 
like investor and deveoper Augus-
tus Nanton, felt that Winnipeg “had 
enormous potential and should not be 
written off.” Indeed, Nanton was just 
one of many trailblazers who came to 
the city looking for fortune and success 
and who found so much more. For 
them, Winnipeg became their home 
community, a place that enticed them 
to stay and to persevere in thinking a 
bigger future for the city.

Reviewed by Deborah Morrison, a past 

publisher of Canada’s History magazine 

and currently the president and CEO of 

Experiences Canada.

FRAGMENTED FAMILIES

Intimate Integration:  
A History of the Sixties 
Scoop and the Colonization 
of Indigenous Kinship
by Allyson D. Stevenson 

University of Toronto Press,  

347 pages, $35.95

Every so often a book 
comes along where the 
title perfectly explains 
its contents. We are all 
aware of integration in 
the schools, workplace, 

neighbourhoods, and so on — but 
what is “intimate integration”?

To author Allyson Stevenson, it is 

“Indigenous transracial adoption.” In 
the mid-twentieth century, the gov-
ernment of Saskatchewan felt that 
the best way to eliminate the “Indian 
problem” was the continuation of the 
philosophy of the boarding schools, 
which was to kill the Indian in the 
child, but to accomplish it in a more 
humane fashion by adopting Indian 
and Métis children into white homes 
and transforming them into “future 
citizens reared by proper families.”

Stevenson is the chair of Métis 
studies at the University of Saskatch-
ewan, and the book Intimate Integra-
tion is based on her 2015 doctoral 
dissertation. While this is a scholarly 
work, it is nevertheless very readable 
and contains a rich trove of history 
documenting Indigenous and Métis 
child welfare in Saskatchewan during 
the last half of the twentieth century.

By the 1960s residential schools 
were becoming more overcrowded, 
and their days were numbered. At the 
same time, Indigenous families were 
beginning their urban migration. The 
federal government’s position was 
that, once Indigenous people were off 
the reserve, its jurisdiction came to an 
end — thereby dropping the “prob-
lem” on provincial governments.

As Stevenson points out, Saskatch-
ewan’s response was to establish the 
Adopt Indian and Métis program, or 
AIM. This eventually became known 
as the “Sixties Scoop.” Indigenous 
and Métis children were taken from 
their families and placed with white 
families. Social workers used a check-
list to determine suitable homes, but 
Indigenous families never qualified, 
because the checklist was skewed 
toward urban homes with running 
water, a separate bedroom for each 
child, furnaces, and other modern 
amenities that did not exist in Aborig-
inal communities.

Indigenous people’s crime was 
their poverty, and the effects of the 
Sixties Scoop continue to the present.

The children were advertised in 
the same manner that animal shelters 
treat dogs and cats today, with head-
ings such as “Safe in your hands” or 
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“Give a child happiness.”
Stevenson notes that “the pro-

grams and policies of the Department 
of Social Services operated under 
the Euro-Canadian belief that child 
welfare bureaucracy and the family 
courts alone could interpret the ‘best 
interests’ of the Indigenous child.”

In the late 1970s and 1980s, Indig-
enous people began to fight back. 
Stevenson recounts an interview with 
Métis activist Nora Cummings, who 
recalled how the Native Women’s Asso-
ciation fought for the return of a wid-
ow’s seven children to her care. Social 
workers lied to her and told her that 
all the children had been adopted, 
but in fact they were housed in an 
institution. The effort was eventu-
ally successful, and years later, when 
Cummings was a respected Elder, she 
met the mother who had success-
fully raised all seven of her children. 
That woman called Cummings “her  
saviour.”

Stevenson points out that the first 
five calls to action from the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada are directly related to the 
welfare of children, including calls 
to reduce the number of children in 
care, for the use of culturally appro-
priate methods, and to decolonize the 
child welfare system.

Stevenson is herself a survivor of 
the Sixties Scoop and has undertaken 
her own healing journey as well as 
a successful search for her roots. To 
conclude the book she states, “Com-
ing home is landed, embodied, and 
storied; it stitches together people 
separated by time and space.”

Reviewed by Doug Cuthand, a journal-

ist and documentary filmmaker who is 

a member of the Little Pine Cree Nation 

and part of Treaty Six. He is the producer 

and director of Everything is Connected, 

a film that connects the Sixties Scoop to 

the issue of Missing and Murdered Indig-

enous Women and Girls.

POLICY INFLUENCER

The Fate of Canada:  
F.R. Scott’s Journal of 
the Royal Commission 
on Bilingualism and 
Biculturalism, 1963–1971
edited by Graham Fraser 

McGill-Queen’s University Press,  

384 pages, $37.95

Language haunts us still. 
It is a proxy for Cana-
da’s continuing stresses 
around unity and iden-
tity. The country’s lat-
est language conflicts, 

focused on Quebec’s Bill 86, have 
distressing parallels with past Eng-
lish-French arguments. The modern 
grandfather of such policy debates was 
the Royal Commission on Bilingual-
ism and Biculturalism (1963 to 1971). 
A central figure from that commission, 
Frank Scott, kept a personal diary that 
has now been published, casting new 
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light on many characters and historic 
choices from that time.

Frank Scott was an exceptional 
intellectual and cultural force, a 
powerful “influencer” in today’s jar-
gon. As a much-admired poet, a 
lively humourist, and a brilliant legal 
thinker, he was introduced in 1982 to 
Queen Elizabeth II by Prime Minis-
ter Pierre-Elliott Trudeau, who said: 
“Everything I learned about the Con-
stitution I learned from this man.”

Scott’s diary recounts many debates 
and exchanges that are coloured with 
gossip and anecdotes. The bilingual-
ism and biculturalism commission-
ers were assisted by a brilliant array 
of researchers and represented a wide 
range of opinions and experience. 
The commissioners included Quebec 
nationalists, respected broadcasters 
and academics, Ukrainian- and Pol-
ish-Canadian activists, and franco-
phone leaders from outside Quebec.

Although the commission and its 
leaders have been studied previously, 
this is the first time that Scott’s private 
words have been available to a gen-
eral audience. They reveal a profound 
evolution in thinking by him and by 
other commissioners as they came to 
see language divisions as symptoms of 
the country’s deeper challenges. This 
was captured in a chilling phrase that 
featured in their 1965 interim report: 
“Canada, without being fully con-
scious of the fact, is passing through 
the greatest crisis in its history.”

Scott was celebrated for his suc-
cessful defence of individual rights, 
notably in the Roncarelli appeal 
against Quebec’s infamous “Padlock 
Law” that had suppressed the reli-
gious freedom of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
As dean of McGill University’s law 
school, and as a founder of Canada’s 
social democratic party (the CCF, 
forerunner of today’s NDP), he had 
earned his status as a respected public 
intellectual. And yet, as he confessed 
to his diary, he was not certain how to 
approach the country’s divisive issues 
of language and culture.

Over several years, after hearing com-
munity voices across the country, including  

harsh critics of proposed changes to the 
status quo, and after many discussions 
with fellow commissioners, Scott con-
cluded that for the English and French in 
Canada “use of the language is a human 
right.” (This concept inspired sections in 
the 1982 Canadian Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms.)

Members of the Royal Commis-
sion were tempted to roam widely 
as they wrestled with national-unity 
questions. Some wanted to recom-
mend core constitutional reforms; 
others wanted to propose protec-
tions for languages widely spoken by 
immigrant groups (though there was 
little attention to languages spoken by 
Indigenous peoples). Scott repeatedly 
defended the Royal Commission’s 
language-and-culture mandate. With 
a keen jurist’s eye, he insisted that the 
commission stick to its area of exper-
tise, buttressed by research and facts, 
while avoiding a “journalistic manner 
… seldom going below the surface.”

The commission eventually pub-
lished five volumes of findings and 
recommendations. Its background 
research was top-quality. Its policy 
outlook has formed the basis of fed-
eral language thinking up to our 
times: official languages, education 
programs, individual rights, and the 
recognition of Canada’s core duality 
in a framework of multiple cultures. 
By supporting the concept of diversity 
within political unity, it can be argued 
that the bilingualism and bicultural-
ism commission laid the groundwork 
for today’s transforming acceptance of 
Indigenous expression.

However, Scott also voiced his 
fears of growing ethnic nationalism 
and separatism. As a bilingual Que-
becer of anglophone origin, he hoped 
that linguistic tolerance would take 
hold as a core social value, as much 
in Quebec as in the English-led prov-
inces. Scott would certainly be deeply 
dismayed by Quebec’s Bill 86.

Graham Fraser has beautifully 
edited and contextualised Scott’s 
diary. During his outstanding career 
as a national journalist and as official 
languages commissioner (from 2006 

to 2016), Fraser worked tirelessly at 
interpreting the country, aiming to 
bridge our solitudes. His introduc-
tory and concluding sections on their 
own make this a valuable book. But it 
is Scott’s private words that will reso-
nate for readers, demonstrating yet 
again how Canada remains an experi-
ment in linguistic and cultural diver-
sity, unique in our world, still skating 
on thin ice.

Reviewed by Victor Rabinovitch, former 

president of the Canadian Museum of 

Civilization (now the Canadian Museum 

of History) and a distinguished fellow  

at Queen’s University’s School of  

Policy Studies.

MORE BOOKS

Ghosts of War:  

Chasing My Father’s Legend  

Through Vietnam 

by Eric Reguly 

Sutherland House Books,  

147 pages, $29.95

Many sons, at some 
point in their lives, won-
der if they will ever fill 
their father’s shoes. So 
imagine the burden that 
comes with choosing the 

same occupation as your father — 
especially when your dad is widely 
considered to be among the best in 
his chosen field.

In Ghosts of War, Eric Reguly 
writes of his efforts to learn about and 
to live up to the towering achieve-
ments of his dashing and roguish war-
correspondent father, Robert Reguly.

Eric Reguly is no slouch when it 
comes to journalism; he’s currently 
the European bureau chief of the 
Globe and Mail and has won multiple 
awards for his writing. But he’s not his 
father — an adventurous man’s man 
whose ambition, talent, and charisma 
helped him gain access to and rub 
shoulders with the power-brokers and 
politicians who ruled the Mad Men-
esque world of the 1960s.
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@utpress

PAPER  9781487524579

“Eyles off ers a fascinating look at how 
long-entrenched scientifi c orthodoxy 
gets overturned in this well-written, 
illuminating biography of a great 
pioneering scientist, John Tuzo 
Wilson. An engrossing account that 
should be widely read.”

DR. ADAM SHOALTS
national bestselling author of 

Beyond the Trees and A History of Canada in 10 Maps

“Tuzo Wilson’s journey from 
defender of geological convention to 
leading architect of plate tectonics 
changed forever our understanding 
of how the Earth works.”

ANDREW H. KNOLL
author of A Brief History of Earth

Now available from Aevo UTP



Posted to Washington in 1966, Rob-
ert Reguly soon volunteered to cover 
the war in Vietnam, where he risked 
his life countless times to bring the 
truth of the conflict home to his 
readers. He loved his family, yes — 
but his true passion was journalism. 
And, as Eric Reguly writes, there is 
little room in a war correspondent’s 
life for sentimentality or distraction 
on the home front.

In Ghosts of War, Eric Reguly 
retraces his father’s steps in Vietnam 
and writes of his mother Ada’s valiant 
struggle to keep the family together 
while her husband was away.

As a former reporter, I was fasci-
nated by Ghosts of War. But, as my 
father’s son, I greatly appreciated and 
even envied Eric Reguly’s courage and 
honesty in trying to reconcile his and 
his father’s complicated relationship. 
This book will especially resonate 
with anyone who has ever sized up 
their father and wondered, am I a 
disappointment? Will I ever measure 
up? — M.C. Reid

Len & Cub: A Queer History 

by Meredith J. Batt and Dusty Green 

Goose Lane Editions, 168 pages, $24.95

As this book reminds 
us many times, queer 
history is not well 
documented. So it’s 
surprising to discover 
photographs from the 

early twentieth century that portray 
two young men in an intimate rela-
tionship — in rural New Brunswick 
yet. How likely is that?

The pictures were acquired by the 
Provincial Archives of New Brunswick 
in 2011. The donor described the 
young couple in the photos — Leon-
ard (Len) Keith and Joseph (Cub) 
Coates — as “boyfriends.” The images 
are the result of Keith’s passion for ama-
teur photography and show the pair 
with arms draped around each other, 
engaged in activities like camping, 
drinking, driving, skating, boating, 
and lounging around on hammocks, 
beds, and blankets on the ground.

They did everything together, includ-
ing military service during the First 
World War. But, aside from the photos, 
information about them is sketchy. All 
we know is that their relationship prob-
ably ended in the late 1920s: Keith was 
driven out of Havelock (formerly But-
ternut Ridge), New Brunswick, in 1931 
after being outed, and Coates eventually 
married a woman.

Faced with scant information, the 
authors engage in some guesswork. 
For instance, they describe both men 
as “kind” but offer little evidence for 
that. They are on firmer ground when 
describing the context in which the 
men lived. Their community probably 
chose to view them as close chums. 
However, social intolerance hardened 
during the 1930s, and this may have 
contributed to Keith’s banishment.

The strongest elements of this 
book are the photographs and the 
moments of affection they capture. 
These images speak for themselves. 
— Nelle Oosterom

When Trains Ruled the Kootenays:  

A Short History of Railways in  

Southeastern British Columbia 
by Terry Gainer 

Rocky Mountain Books, 240 pages, $25

With the discovery of gold 
and other precious met-
als in the late nineteenth 
century, the Kootenay 
Rockies of southeast Brit-
ish Columbia “exploded 

in a battle for dominance,” writes author 
Terry Gainer in When Trains Ruled  
the Kootenays.

Gainer explains that three rail-
way companies — Canadian Pacific, 
Great Northern, and Spokane Falls & 
Northern — moved to “exploit the 
riches of the new ‘Eldorado.’” This 
initiated a thirty-year fight to control 
transportation in the Kootenays, a 
rugged landscape of mountains, riv-
ers, and lakes.

Canadian Pacific Railway even-
tually emerged victorious, leaving it 
with an impressive network of rail 
lines and steamship routes that linked 
the Kootenays with the rest of the 

world. For many years, the Kootenays’ 
many communities were well served 
by what Gainer, who also wrote When 
Trains Ruled the Rockies, describes as a 
“unique marriage” of trains and ships 
that required exceptional planning in 
order to run smoothly and on time.

The trains and steamboats even-
tually disappeared, however, and were 
replaced by roads and vehicles. Today, 
only a portion of the once-impressive 
network is still in use.

When Trains Ruled the Kootenays 
is a detailed and entertaining read. 
Along with a unique railway story, 
the book includes thirty-two pages 
of historical photographs and maps. 
— Rob Alexander

The Volunteers:  

How Halifax Women Won  

the Second World War 
by Leslie Lowe 

Nimbus Publishing, 248 pages, $22.95

“Disgrace to Canada,” 
raged the Halifax Mail 
in April 1941, as a pho-
tograph and accompa-
nying story depicted a 
Canadian sailor sleep-

ing on the floor at the YMCA on 
Barrington Street. He had been con-
signed there because of a shortage of 
hotels and beds.

From 1939 to 1945, wartime Hal-
ifax was bursting at the seams, hav-
ing become a crucial naval base from 
which merchant vessels and warships 
crossed the perilous Atlantic Ocean 
through a gauntlet of German sub-
marines trying to sink them. Leslie 

CanadasHistory.ca/Books 

When you visit Chapters-

Indigo via our website links 

and make any purchase, 

Canada’s History receives a 

commission that supports 

our publishing and educa-

tional programs.
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May We Be Spared to Meet on Earth 
Letters of the Lost Franklin Arctic Expedition 

edited by russell a. potter, regina koellner, 

peter carney, and mary williamson 

Foreword by Michael Palin 

Hardcover | $44.95 | 504pp | 12 photos, 6 maps 
 
“Anyone who has engaged with the story of Sir John and Lady Franklin 
will experience this book as a kaleidoscopic remembrance. The more 
background you bring to this collection of letters, the more deeply you 
will feel it. And yet, because it brings both places and people so immedi-
ately to life, the book should also serve those coming to the Franklin  
narrative for the first time.”  –Ken McGoogan, Globe and Mail

Deindustrializing Montreal 
Entangled Histories of Race, Residence, and Class 

steven high 

Hardcover | $49.95 | 440pp | 203 photos 
 
“Deindustrialing Montreal’s rich illustrations and its insistence  
on including and engaging the voices of citizens make it directly 
relevant to anyone in the myriad urban communities living with 
deindustrialization. High has a special gift for connecting the  
issues of the past with the challenges of the present and for  
reminding us that the creation of historical knowledge is a  
communal endeavour.”  –Martin Petitclerc, uqam

Exploring & 
Transforming 
Canadian History

mqup.ca     @McGillQueensUP

Lowe, a Halifax-based journalist, tells 
the story of Halifax as it throbbed 
with tens of thousands of service 
personnel who brought both excite-
ment and trouble in their wake. “You 
were constantly being proposed to,” 
recounted one woman who fended 
off lovesick sailors and soldiers who 
were hoping to marry someone before 
they shipped out.

With a shortage of everything 
from food, to entertainment, to hous-
ing, it was the women of Halifax who 
stepped up with volunteer work to 
keep the soldiers’ and sailors’ morale 
from collapsing. While the subtitle of 
the book, How Halifax Women Won 
the Second World War, is a significant 
overreach, Lowe provides much new 
insight into women who engaged in 
salvaging and recycling or who pro-
vided free meals (including tomato 
soup cake!) and took on boarders in 
the electric atmosphere of a bustling 
city at war. — Tim Cook 

Bonavista 

by Bruce Whiffen 

Flanker Press, 288 pages, $22

The town of Bonavista, 
N.L., has a lengthy his-
tory. It was first settled 
in the 1600s by immi-
grants from southern 
England, who were fol-

lowed by others from Ireland. Their 
livelihood was derived primarily from 
fishing, and their way of life contin-
ued throughout the centuries until 
the 1992 cod moratorium.

Author Bruce Whiffen was born 
and raised in Bonavista. He notes that 
the town’s early population was of a 
“transitory nature.” The 1708 census 
included thirteen boat keepers, eight 
wives, seventeen children, and eighty 
servants — “mostly boys or young 
men hired on a yearly basis to sup-
port the seasonal fishery.” As the pop-
ulation grew and Bonavista became a 
more stable community, new settlers 

arrived to take on positions as clergy, 
schoolteachers, merchants, magis-
trates, and politicians.

Whiffen emphasizes that the 
explorer John Cabot and his men 
“claimed this land for the King of 
England in the midst of an established 
habitation.” In the chapter entitled 
“Indigenous Peoples,” he acknowl-
edges the first settlers in the Bonavista 
area — the Maritime Archaic Indians 
of four thousand years ago, who were 
followed by the Palaeo-Eskimos, or 
Dorset, and then the Beothuk, or Little 
Passage people. Tragically, the Beothuk 
were exterminated by disease, violence, 
and competition for food sources.

In Bonavista, information about 
the area’s geology and natural his-
tory is augmented by numerous 
maps, photos, charts, and quotes 
from journals and letters to build 
a well-rounded portrait of the 
people and history of the town.  
— Beverley Tallon 
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he past few months have been 
busy at Canada’s National His-

tory Society. As a charity, we operate 
with a dedicated staff team and an 
equally committed group of volun-
teers, which includes the Board of 
Directors. Periodic renewal is a part 
of how we stay fresh and grow.

At the end of August, we gathered 
in Winnipeg for Board meetings 
and our annual meeting of the His-
tory Society. It was energizing to be 
together in person after two years of 
video meetings during the pandemic. 
I consider it a great honour to serve as 
the new Board Chair, and I also see 
huge opportunities for us to expand 
our impact.

In governance, one of the most 
important tasks of the Board is to 
recruit and to oversee the organiza-
tion’s CEO. This year, we bade fare-

well to our wonderful President & 
CEO of eight years, Janet Walker. 
Janet is known to many of our sup-
porters and partners, and she always 
brings a positive and productive pres-
ence to conversations. We are grate-
ful for Janet’s many contributions 
and wish her well in retirement. In 
August we also said farewell to outgo-
ing Board Chair Sasha Mullally, who 
gave seven years of distinguished ser-
vice to our Board.

We are pleased to welcome Bob Cox 
as President & CEO. Bob’s selection 
follows a national search and inter-
view process with members of our 
Board. Bob is passionate about history 
and storytelling. With a strong back-
ground in journalism and media, Bob 
joins us after serving for fifteen years 
as Publisher of the Winnipeg Free 
Press. He was a key member of the 

Free Press team, building new revenue 
models, expanding digital content, 
and increasing community connec-
tion and engagement.

We are in an important time for 
our mission and work. We are navi-
gating the present moment of a con-
flicted history. We tell stories that are 
often complex about people and values 
embedded in previous times. In all 
cases, our History Society seeks to find 
the truth. When history is shared and 
understood, it can build common pur-
pose and shared values. Nations thrive 
when history and our own experiences 
are understood.

Our talented Board of Directors, 
whose members are listed on the next 
page, fulfills the important role of gov-
ernance. Two ongoing priorities are to 
bring academic oversight to the work of 
Canada’s History and to ensure our con-

Charting the future of history 
New President & CEO and Board members eager to grow the ways we 
share Canada’s diverse stories. by Bruce MacLellan
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Clockwise from left: Canada’s National History Society President & CEO Bob Cox, 
Board Chair Bruce MacLellan, recently retired President & CEO Janet Walker,  
and recently retired Board Chair Sasha Mullally.
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tinued financial success. Without gener-
ous donors, we can’t support educators 
and students, recognize excellence via the 
Governor General’s History Awards, or 
share stories with our subscribers.

Our newly elected Board is the most 
diverse in our organization’s history and 
will make us better as we aim to reflect 
modern Canada. The Board and man-
agement adopted a clear statement of 
commitment to equity, diversity, and 
inclusion in 2021, and that statement 
appears on our website.

We welcomed three new Board mem-
bers in August. Jennifer Moore Rattray 
is a proud member of Peepeekisis Cree 
Nation and is of mixed Cree and Scot-
tish heritage. She is Chief Operating 
Officer of the Southern Chiefs’ Orga-
nization in Manitoba and previously 
was Executive Director of the National 
Inquiry into Missing and Murdered 

Indigenous Women and Girls. James 
Cowan is a senior executive with Mac-
quarie, a global financial services group, 
and has experience in accounting, 
investments, fundraising, and board 
governance. Professor Amani Whitfield 
joins as an academic advisor and is both 
a senior scholar and the author of several 
books on Black Loyalists, slave systems 
in the Maritimes, and Black refugee 
experiences in Atlantic Canada. He 
spent most of his career at the Univer-
sity of Vermont and is now at the Uni-
versity of Calgary.

We count on your support as sub-
scribers, donors, and contributors to 
help us share with Canadians the sto-
ries behind the history. Thank you 
for your trust. We are seized with the 
need to reach more people with more 
stories, and together we can make it 
happen. 
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In August, Canada’s National History Society welcomed 
three new members to its Board of Directors: Jennifer 
Moore Rattray, above, Amani Whitfield, far left, and James 
Cowan, left.

Canada’s History  
Board of Directors

Bruce MacLellan, Chair

Bill Caulfeild-Browne

Tim Cook

James Cowan

Magda Fahrni

Edward Kennedy

Michèle Leduc

Sandra E. Martin

Jennifer Moore Rattray

Natasha Pashak

Carla Peck

Michael Rea

Amani Whitfield
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Our grandfather Quartermaster Sergeant Thomas Edward 
Jones (wearing a baseball cap, near the centre of the photo) 
is seen here speaking with a senior military officer believed 
to be Prince Arthur, Duke of Connaught and Strathearn 
(in the centre of the photo), who was a British field marshal 
and, from 1911 to 1916, the Governor General of Canada. 
The tall officer in the left foreground is Canadian Corps 
commander Lieutenant General Sir Arthur Currie.

Grandpa enlisted in the Canadian Army in September 1914 
and arrived in Europe in early 1915. There he was assigned 
to one of the many field artillery units as part of the larger 
Canadian Expeditionary Force. The long-term effects of hav-
ing been gassed during the Great War probably contributed 
to his death in 1936 at the relatively young age of fifty-four.

In addition to his other military duties, and because he 
had played professional baseball in the early part of the 

twentieth century, our grandfather was selected to manage 
Canada’s military baseball team, which travelled in Europe 
playing exhibition games for the troops during the war. 
One such exhibition, the Canadian Corps Fall Champion-
ship Athletic Meet, was held in France in September 1917. 
This photograph is from either that event or another exhi-
bition the following summer.

Grandfather returned to Canada in August 1919, and in 
the spring of 1920 he married our grandmother, Edna M. 
Hartnett of Fort Erie, Ontario. They had two children — our 
father, John, and his younger brother, William. Due to his 
premature death, our grandfather did not get to know our 
mother, Eugenie, or his six grandchildren.  

Submitted by Susan Gain of White Rock, B.C., Thomas E. Jones of Nepean, 

Ontario, and William Jones and Patricia Rozinsky of Ladner, B.C., grand-

children of Thomas Edward Jones.

Field duties
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Do you have a black-and-white or colour photograph that captures a moment, important or ordinary, in Canada’s history? If so, have it copied (please don’t 
send priceless originals) and mail it to Album, c/o Canada’s History, Bryce Hall Main Floor, 515 Portage Avenue, Winnipeg, MB R3B 2E9. Or email your photo to 
album@CanadasHistory.ca. Please provide a brief description of the photo, including its date and location, details about people appearing in the photo-
graph, and further information about the event or situation illustrated. Photos may be adjusted for presentation in the magazine.



Inspired by the Hudson’s Bay Point Blanket, 
the luxurious duvet cover set is a fresh way 
to bring the Canadian icon home.

Shop thebay.com

Iconic Dreams



Bullhorn raised, Jackie Henderson stands 

defiantly before a crowd in Toronto to 
demand equality for women everywhere. 
It was August 1970, and Henderson was 
continuing a fight that began decades earlier 
with the suffragettes, who demanded the 
vote, along with the women who worked in 
factories and fields during the world wars so 
that their daughters would someday have 
their voices heard by society.
At Canada’s National History Society, we 
believe that everyone, everywhere has a 
story to tell and a story worth sharing. Join 
us in exploring the lives, loves, and sacrifices 
of past generations so that we can better 
understand our own experiences — and help 
to shape a better future for all Canadians.
We count on your support as subscribers, 
donors, and contributors to help us share 
these stories with Canadians.
Explore more stories at CanadasHistory.ca.

Her
story.
Canada’s
history.




