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Abstract 

This research-creation project includes an album of music, an album historiography, and 

critical essays which question dominant narratives which inform the Canadian identity and 

present counter-narratives. The central questions this project grapples with are: (1) How has 

mythology and omission shaped Canadian national identity?; (2) What has been folk music’s role 

in perpetuating and also reimagining Canadian national mythology?; and (3) How can folk music 

be used to interrogate Canadian national mythology and present a counter-narrative? The critical 

essays are divided into Chapters 1 and 2. Chapter 1 examines the ideology of nationalism and 

Canadian national mythology, largely informed by the works of Benedict Anderson, Bernard 

Yack, and Daniel Francis. This includes discussions around the role of cultural production and 

the sociohistorical context of the 1960s in Canada. Chapter 2 presents a case study and critical 

inquiry into the creation and popularity of Gordon Lightfoot’s song, Canadian Railroad Trilogy, 

along with a lyrical analysis. Chapter 3 provides a historiography of my album, as well as my 

research-creation methodology and an in-depth analysis of the lyrical content of my album.  
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Note to the Reader/Listener 

My intention is that the reader/listener begins by reading the Introduction and Chapters 1 

and 2 in order to ground the album of music before listening to it. In Chapter 3, I have provided 

an accompanying essay for each song on the album which can be read prior to or in tandem with 

listening to the individual song. The reader/listener will be provided with a private link to listen 

to the complete album, which includes eight field recording-style acoustic renditions and four 

full band folk rock renditions. As these songs currently exist, they are demos rather than final 

versions. I will be recording the final versions of these songs intended for public release over the 

coming winter. 

Introduction 

When I was 11 years old, my teacher tasked our class with each choosing a personal hero 

to write an essay about. Many of my classmates chose sports legends or pop stars, and a few 

particularly effusive pupils went with a parent or relative. I chose Sir Isaac Brock, the Hero of 

Upper Canada.1 A year prior, my teacher regaled us with tales of Brock’s bravery on the 

battlefield, as well as his decency off of it. The blanks of his life were filled in with a dubbed 

VHS tape of the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) television series, Canada: A 

People's History.2 In Brock, I saw what I believed—or perhaps was told—was a model 

Canadian: a selfless gentleman and a loyal subject willing to die for a cause on some distant edge 

of empire—never mind the fact that confederation was half a century away.3 The mould was cast 

and I, like many other school children, was eager to try to fit it.  

 
1 John Latimer, 1812: War With America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), 60-83. 
2 “Canada: A People’s History,” CBC, last modified 2001, https://www.cbc.ca/history/. The CBC describes 
“Canada: A People’s History” as an “award-winning CBC TV series that tells Canada's story through the eyes of the 
people who lived it.”  
3 Cecilia Morgan, Commemorating Canada: History, Heritage, and Memory, 1850s-1990s (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2016), 167. Morgan theorizes that narratives surrounding historical figures that are presented to 
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I recall including in my essay the idea that Canada would likely be a part of the United 

States today if not for Brock's brave intervention and, of course, that Canadians burnt down the 

White House. Years later, I learned that it was actually British troops rather than “Canadians” 

who had carried out this act, and back then it was simply known as the President’s House.4 I also 

proudly recalled Brock's admiration for the great Shawnee leader, Tecumseh.5 Only many years 

later, I learned that Tecumseh sought to establish a sovereign territory for his own people and 

relations, who had been burned time and time again by false promises from the Crown.6 My 

essay ended with the fatal shot that Brock took to his chest at the Battle of Queenston Heights.7  

While Tecumseh was killed about a year after Brock’s death, this information seemed to 

be presented to our class as an afterthought with many details omitted, apart from the notion that 

he had laid down his life heroically in defense of what would become Canada. However, as 

Jarvis Brownlie argues, Tecumseh “was no friend to Britain and had witnessed for himself that 

country’s betrayal of his people,” and so it was not until “after his death in the War of 1812 [that] 

he was claimed by British Canadians, and even some French Canadians, as a great war hero […] 

 
school age children in textbooks “were meant to provide moral examples and inspiration,” and that “[t]hese great 
men and women […] might be seen as exemplifying key national characteristics,” such as “Isaac Brock’s heroism.” 
Morgan explains, “Like historical landmarks and sites, then, these individuals were seen as the repositories of 
historical and national meanings, representative of Canada at its various stages of development.”  
4 John Latimer, 1812: War With America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), 301-322. 
5 Robin Jarvis Brownlie, “Commemorating Tecumseh,” Canadian Issues (Fall 2012): 54. According to Brownlie, 
Sir Isaac Brock expressed his great admiration for Tecumseh in a letter, in which Brock wrote: “A more sagacious 
or more gallant warrior does not I believe exist. He was the admiration of every one who conversed with him...”  
6 Brownlie, 57. Brownlie argues that Tecumseh “deserves more acknowledgement of the anti-colonial motivations 
that led him to lay down his life for Indigenous sovereignty.”  
7 Jason Ridler, “Battle of Queenston Heights,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, last modified March 1, 2019, 
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/battle-of-queenston-heights. Ridler explains: “The Battle of 
Queenston Heights was fought during the War of 1812 on 13 October 1812. One of the most famous battles of the 
war, the Battle of Queenston Heights was the struggle for a portion of the Niagara 
escarpment overlooking Queenston, where more than 1,000 American soldiers crossed into Upper Canada. Part of 
the American force reached the top, circled the British artillery position and forced the British from the Heights. 
General Isaac Brock, one of the most respected British military leaders of his day, was killed leading a counter-
attack.”  
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whose life and death provided material for nation-building discourses.”8 Brock received a proper 

funeral—in fact, he had four separate burials, including the construction of monuments, funeral 

processions numbering in the thousands, and a 21-gun salute.9 Meanwhile, Tecumseh's body was 

unceremoniously stripped and scalped by American soldiers, each taking turns to cut off pieces 

of his skin as sick souvenirs10—a glimpse into the depravity of the genocidal westward 

expansion that was well under way and supposedly ordained by God.11 Learning this part of the 

story many years later washed away any sense of pride or respect that I might have held for that 

‘honourable Crown’ I had learned so much about, and it represented an early instance of 

purposeful omission and national mythmaking in my grade school Canadian education.  

My reward for this piece of writing was a handshake and a set of Sir Isaac Brock 

commemorative stamps from a teacher who was originally from Guernsey, the same small 

channel isle that Brock was from. I had framed these stamps and proudly displayed them next to 

my scale model action figure of Brock, procured through a website which also sold figurines of 

Sir Wilfrid Laurier and Sir John A. Macdonald—the complete set advertised as the “3 Legends 

[who] helped make Canada the country it is today.”12 In my childhood bedroom, these items sat 

 
8 Robin Jarvis Browlie, “The Co-optation of Tecumseh: The War of 1812 and Racial Discourses in Upper Canada,” 
Journal of the Canadian Historical Association 23, no. 1 (2012): 40. 
9 Eva Elliott Tolan, “The Man Who Had 4 Burials,” The Niagara Magazine, November 1947, 
https://vitacollections.ca/notlheritage/details.asp?ID=2487902. Between the period of 1812 and 1853, there would 
be four separate burials due to shifting control over territory, a desire by government officials to properly 
commemorate Brock, as well as an explosion in 1840 carried out by a Fenian by the name of Benjamin Lett. With a 
need for heroes, government officials spent a great deal of time and money to ensure that Brock’s legacy would 
carry on.  
10 Bil Gilbert, “The Dying Tecumseh and the Birth of a Legend,” Smithsonian Magazine, July 1995, 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/the-dying-tecumseh-
97830806/#:~:text=At%20the%20end%20of%20a,born%2C%20Italian%2Dtrained%20sculptor. 
11 Shane Mountjoy, Manifest Destiny: Westward Expansion (New York: Infobase Publishing, 2009), 9. This 
expansion occurred under the auspice of manifest destiny—the belief that it is the United States’ fate, ordained by 
God, “to expand across the American Continent.”  
12 “Canadian Legends,” accessed January 1, 2022, http://www.canadianlegends.ca/. The website reads: “Get to know 
Canada one figure at a time.”  
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in the shadow of my Red Ensign flag13—the last thing I saw before I went to sleep and the first 

thing I would see upon waking. Naively, I did not contemplate its connotation, but instead saw 

the flag as yet another symbol of the Canadian history I had become enthralled with. Today, the 

Red Ensign flag is a symbol associated with right-wing, white nationalists14—a racist dog 

whistle employed by the likes of Alberta premier Jason Kenney.15  

A decade later, when I was about twenty years old, I came face-to-face with Brock's 

infamous redcoat with a musket ball hole in the centre of the chest. This was one of many 

morbid sights on display in the Canadian War Museum located in the nation’s capital of Ottawa, 

Ontario. While I imagine the redcoat was intended to instill a sense of reverence and duty, I 

could not help but see a small man in this death jacket—a sight that was disenchanting, to say the 

least. My vision of Canada and this so-called hero was much eroded at this point in my life as I 

began to take stock of the official narratives’ countless omissions. During my undergraduate 

university degree, with great support from educators critical of dominant historical narratives, I 

had begun to unravel the national mythology that had been ingrained in me from such a young 

age. Through engaging with critical scholarship that interrogated the interconnectedness of topics 

such as education, commemoration, nationalism, and state power,16 I started to see Canada’s 

 
13 John Robert Colombo, “Canadian Red Ensign,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, last modified April 1, 2021, 
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/red-ensign. Colombo explains: “The Canadian Red Ensign was 
the de facto Canadian national flag from 1868 until 1965.”  
14 Brett Popplewell, “What Happened in Ottawa? Separating the Discontent from the Darker Elements,” The Walrus, 
March 3, 2022, https://thewalrus.ca/ottawa-convoy/. According to Étienne Quintal, an online hate researcher at the 
Neuberger Holocaust Education Centre, the Red Ensign has become one of the most common Canadian symbols of 
hate. He explains, “For some, it’s a symbol of neo-Nazism. I would say, by virtue of the Red Ensign being an arcane 
flag, its usage in public is now very specific. It’s a celebration of colonialism and a call to return to the way Canada 
was, broadly before the 1976 Immigration Act.”  
15 Amber Bracken/The Canadian Press, “Untitled,” photograph, CTV News, December 3, 2019, 
https://www.ctvnews.ca/polopoly_fs/1.4747587.1577730196!/httpImage/image.jpg_gen/derivatives/landscape_960/i
mage.jpg. In 2019, at a time when the racist connotation of the Red Ensign flag was well known, Alberta Premier 
Jason Kenney chose to conduct his year-end interview in front of it.  
16 For example, I have been influenced by the following works: Cecilia Morgan, Commemorating Canada: History, 
Heritage, and Memory 1850s-1990s (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016); Daniel Francis, National 
Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997); Helene Vosters, 
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heroes as deeply flawed people, redcoats as imperialist invaders, and Canada’s claim to this land 

as rooted in broken treaties and genocide. 

Looking back on my early education, I believe that I was given just enough of the ‘right’ 

information (i.e., that which served Canada’s official narrative) to construct my belief about a 

man, a ‘hero,’ to carry on the mythos that our fledgling nation so desperately depends on. The 

making of its martyrs, Brock being one of many, is central to inspiring a sense of national pride 

amongst Canadians—a pride which I once felt, but no longer do. I was naive, but I was also a 

child imbued with an honest belief that these larger-than-life figures existed in a realm that 

transcended criticism. Today, I see that this realm continues to exist in the minds of many 

Canadians, transfixed with this carefully constructed narrative serving the powers that be. In 

order to uphold it, the narrative gets continually reproduced and reimagined. Over and over, 

more North American Martyrs.  

Yet Canadian national mythology finds itself subject to increasing scrutiny as new 

generations seek to unsettle and unlearn much of what we were taught in schools. I now find 

myself at a place in my life and education in which, from the shoulders of giants, I seek to add to 

a growing demand for truth.  

Positionality 

Before I go any further with my writing, I believe that it is important to position myself 

within this work. My name is Chris Hemer and I am 27-year-old white cis man. These aspects of 

my identity allow me a great deal of privilege in my life. I am an anglophone settler Canadian 

 
Unbecoming Nationalism: From Commemoration to Redress in Canada (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 
2019); Ryan Edwardson, Canadian Content: Culture and the Quest for Nationhood (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2008); Michael Dawson, Catherine Gidney, and Donald Wright, Symbols of Canada, Toronto: Between the 
Lines, 2018; and, Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History, (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1995). 
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currently living on the territories of the Wendat, Anishinaabe and Haudenosaunee peoples in 

what is currently known as Kingston, Ontario. The territory is covered by the Crawford 

Purchase—a rather sketchy claim which relies on nothing more than a letter discussing the sale 

as it “is not or no longer documented by map, deed, formal treaty document, or wampum.”17 

I received much of my early education at a Catholic Boys’ School before spending my 

final years of high school at a public institution. During the summers of my undergraduate years, 

as well as after graduating, I worked for a member of parliament in my home community of 

Vancouver—an experience that still greatly informs my understanding of how our government 

operates. Before travelling across the country to attend Queen’s University, I was born and raised 

in what is currently called Vancouver, British Columbia, on the unceded territories of the 

xwməθkwəy̓ əm (Musqueam), Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish), and Səl̓ ílwətaʔ/Selilwitulh (Tsleil-

Waututh) Nations. This is the place that I feel most deeply connected to and has played the 

biggest role in shaping who I am today. Although proximity to the great deal of First Nations 

culture offers many who call Vancouver home a bridge to engage with communities and nations 

in a meaningful way, I grew up witnessing both overt and casual racism projected from my 

fellow white settlers on a routine basis. In her unravelling of a myth that is central to the 

Canadian identity—that Canada is “a nation of peacemakers”—Paulette Regan explains the way 

in which settler Canadians do not always “see the more subtle forms of violence that permeate 

everyday Indigenous-settler relations—racism, poverty, cultural domination, power, and 

privilege.”18 Reflecting back on this community I was raised in, the normalisation of racism and 

the degree to which it went unchecked was deplorable. Yet my whiteness afforded me the ability 

 
17 Laura Murray, “Settler and Indigenous Stories of Kingston/Ka’tarohkwi: A Case Study in Critical Heritage 
Pedagogy,” Journal of Canadian Studies 52, no. 1 (Winter 2018): 260. 
18 Paulette Regan, Unsettling the Settler Within: Indian Residential Schools, Truth Telling, and Reconciliation in 
Canada (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2019): 10. 
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to remain largely ignorant to the ways in which this racism has been, and continues to be, 

structural and systemic in this country.19  

My heritage is Irish and British on both my maternal and paternal sides. The story I have 

been most familiar with throughout my life is my mother’s ancestors who immigrated to Canada 

from Derry, Northern Ireland around the early 1900s, settling in Toronto, Ontario. The narrative 

that I grew up hearing, as I am sure is the case for many other Canadians with Irish heritage, 

involves an escape from famine and hardship in order to build a better life. This “settler move to 

innocence” is something I now find myself pushing back on, as I come to better understand that 

my ancestors and I have benefitted from a genocide carried out against Indigenous peoples.20 21 

Learning these complex histories and seeking to understand my own heritage has greatly 

influenced the way I approached this project. 

Through the time and privilege afforded to me by pursuing this project, I have been able 

to delve deeper into my family's history and their association with various colonial projects and 

 
19 John G. Hansen and Emeka E. Dim, “Canada 's Missing and Murdered Indigenous People and the Imperative for a 
More Inclusive Perspective,” The International Indigenous Policy Journal 10, no. 1 (January 2019): 4. In their 
research surrounding Missing and Murdered Indigenous People, Hansen and Dim (2019) note: “It is well 
documented that Indigenous people suffer from ongoing colonialism and systemic discrimination” in Canada—as 
seen, for example, through Canada’s criminal justice system.  
20 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “Decolonization is not a metaphor,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & 
Society 1, no. 1 (2012): 1. Tuck and Yang explain: “The metaphorization of decolonization makes possible a set of 
evasions, or “settler moves to innocence”, that problematically attempt to reconcile settler guilt and complicity, and 
rescue settler futurity.”   
21 Canadian Historical Association, “The History of Violence Against Indigenous Peoples Fully Warrants the Use of 
the Word “Genocide”,” June 30, 2021. https://cha-shc.ca/advocacy/the-history-of-violence-against-indigenous-
peoples-fully-warrants-the-use-of-the-word-genocide-2021-06-30.htm. On June 30, 2021, a statement was issued by 
the Canadian Historical Association, “which represents 650 professional historians from across the country, 
including the main experts on the long history of violence and dispossession Indigenous peoples experienced in 
what is today Canada” to provide a clear recognition “that this history fully warrants our use of the word genocide.” 
This rationale is rooted in the description of “genocide” by Raphael Lemkin (the human rights lawyer who coined 
the term), which has been recognized as a crime by the United Nations under international law. According to the 
statement, the acknowledgment of this history as genocide is based on “extensive research into governmental 
archives, missionary records, archaeological studies, and written and oral testimony of Survivors of residential 
schools, the 60s Scoop, and families of murdered and missing Indigenous women and girls.” Importantly, the 
statement goes on to affirm that “it is also essential to acknowledge that settler Canadians have benefited from these 
colonial policies.”  
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events. I traced my lineage back to the very city I am currently writing this in: Kingston, Ontario. 

I sat with my great uncle who recalled the stories he had heard, while holding them up against 

the accessible public records. This allowed me to better understand the history of my paternal 

side, which I have begun to interrogate in various songs on the album. However, I have only 

started to scratch the surface of these stories and intend to continue this research beyond my 

Master’s project.  

Given my positionality, I understood when approaching this project that I am 

inadequately equipped to extend my scope beyond white European settler narratives that reflect 

my own identity and heritage. I know that it is not my place to tell stories reflecting and 

representing identities that are not my own.22 I also know that this project is far from complete 

and only just begins to delve into these stories and narratives that deserve further interrogation 

and confrontation. Although the work is far from over, I hope this project can play at least play 

some small role in perhaps urging fellow settler Canadians to reckon with their own place in the 

narrative, as others have done before me.23 

Context and Conversation 

I began my Master’s thesis research-creation project with the goal of producing an album 

of folk music, seeking to critically explore and unsettle national narratives and myths that shape 

the Canadian identity.24 This idea emerged through a great deal of time spent considering 

 
22 For more on the unethical nature of appropriating of Indigenous voices and stories, see: Lenore Keeshig [Tobias], 
“Stop Stealing Native Stories,” in Introduction to Indigenous Literary Criticism in Canada, ed. Heather Macfarlane 
and Armand Garnet Ruffo (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2016), 33-36.  
23 Paulette Regan, Unsettling the Settler Within: Indian Residential Schools, Truth Telling, and Reconciliation in 
Canada (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2019): 11. Regan discusses the ways in which Canadians “avoid looking too 
closely at ourselves and the collective ability we bear for the colonial status quo,” and thus the importance of 
“turn[ing] the mirror back upon ourselves” to move toward a pedagogical process she refers to as “unsettling the 
settler within.” 
24 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
10-11. Francis explains: “A nation is a group of people who share the same illusions about themselves. [...] Because 
we lack a common religion, language or ethnicity, because we are spread out so sparsely across such a huge piece of 
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intentional omissions in national narratives and commemoration, such as in public education, 

museums, monuments, and popular culture. Although this journey perhaps first began during my 

childhood education, I have since been inspired by movements like Idle No More,25 hearing 

counter-narratives presented during Canada 150 commemorations,26 and taking in the creative 

works of musician Willie Dunn27 and filmmaker Alanis Obomsawin.28 When I first read Daniel 

Francis’s book, National Dreams: Myth, Memory, and Canadian History, I saw how complex 

themes and discussions of national identity and mythology could be distilled into a succinct, 

widely accessible medium. It marked a turning point for me, inspiring me to engage more deeply 

and critically with the heroes and symbols I, as a Canadian, had once held so dear.  

  I started writing songs in this vein during my undergraduate degree (about six years ago) 

when I was beginning to question my own understanding of Canadian history in an academic 

setting. At the time, I had felt uncertain about my songs and whether they were ready to be 

shared, so I decided to shelve this project while I continued to learn and engage with various 

 
real estate, Canadians depend on this habit of ‘consensual hallucination’ more than any other people. [...] History 
explains where our institutions and values come from. Out of this shared experience of the past is supposed to 
emerge a ‘national identity’ which unites all Canadians and makes us unique…” 

25 Idle No More, “About the Movement,” accessed January 1, 2022, https://idlenomore.ca/about-the-movement/. Idle 
No More emerged in 2012 (my final year of high school), “among Treaty People in Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and 
Alberta protesting the Canadian government’s dismantling of environmental protection laws, endangering First 
Nations who live on the land. Born out of face-to-face organizing and popular education, but fluent in social media 
and new technologies, Idle No More has connected the most remote reserves to each other, to urbanized Indigenous 
people, and to the non-Indigenous population.” 

26 Justin Fisher, “Canada 150 Opposed in Katarokwi,” Briarpatch Magazine, June 26, 2017, 
https://briarpatchmagazine.com/articles/view/canada-150-opposed-in-katarokwi. Canada 150 occurred in 2017, 
marking the 150th anniversary of Canadian confederation. In response, counter-memorials occurred across the 
country, including in my community of Kingston, Ontario, ranging from peaceful gatherings to the burning of 
effigies.  
27 Light in the Attic, “Willie Dunn,” accessed January 1, 2022, https://lightintheattic.net/artists/200-willie-dunn. 
Willie Dunn (1941-2013) was a Mi’gmaq and Scottish-Irish “poet, singer-songwriter, musician, filmmaker, artist, 
playwright, activist, and politician” whose music covered topics relating to colonialism in Canada and the history of 
various Indigenous leaders.  
28 National Film Board, “Alanis Obomsawin,” accessed January 1, 2022, https://www.nfb.ca/directors/alanis-
obomsawin/. Alanis Obomsawin is an Abenaki filmmaker who has produced “landmark documentaries like Incident 
at Restigouche (1984) and Kanehsatake: 270 Years of Resistance (1993).”  
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topics related to national mythology. Once I decided to pursue graduate school, I saw an 

opportunity through my Master’s research to have the time and space I needed in order to 

explore these songs and expand the project—bringing me to where I am today.  

My choice to produce this album of songs in the style of folk is purposeful, as there is a 

long-standing storytelling tradition associated with the musical genre.29 That said, folk music has 

also been used to bolster national mythology and populist notions of identity—perhaps most 

notably in the Canadian context through the 1967 song by Gordon Lightfoot, commissioned by 

the CBC, Canadian Railroad Trilogy.30 Conversely, there is also a tradition of folk music 

presenting counter-narratives, such as through the work of folk musician, Willie Dunn.31 This 

will be the subject of Chapter 2, “Gordon Lightfoot and the Canadian Railroad Trilogy (1967): 

A Case Study of Music as Mythmaking.”  

Although there has been a decent amount of literature produced on the topic of 

nationalism and national mythmaking,32 their text-based formats and, in some cases, use of 

academic jargon might limit their appeal to some audiences. I believe that approaching these 

topics through creative works creates an opportunity to invite a broader audience to engage with 

them in meaningful ways.33 While there have already been works of visual and performance art 

 
29 For more on this, read: Dick Weissman, A New History of American & Canadian Folk Music (New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2020); and, Ronald D. Cohen, Depression Folk: Grassroots Music and Left-Wing Politics in 1930s 
America (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2016). 
30 Gordon Lightfoot, “Canadian Railroad Trilogy,” YouTube video, 7:05, May 2, 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PXzauTuRG78&ab_channel=GordonLightfoot-Topic. 
31 Light in the Attic, “Willie Dunn,” Accessed January 1, 2022, https://lightintheattic.net/artists/200-willie-dunn. 
32 See for example: Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism, 3rd ed. (New York: Verso, 2006); Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian 
History, (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997); Cecilia Morgan, Commemorating Canada: History, Heritage, and 
Memory 1850s-1990s (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016); Ian McKay and Jamie Swift, The Vimy Trap: 
Or, How We Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Great War (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2016); and, Linda M. 
Morra and Sarah Henzi, On the Other Side(s) of 150: Untold Stories and Critical Approaches to History, Literature, 
and Identity in Canada (Brantford: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2021).  
33 Natalie Loveless, Knowings and Knots: Methodologies and Ecologies in Research-Creation (Edmonton: 
University of Alberta Press, 2020) 
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produced about these topics,34 to my knowledge, there has not been as much in the way of 

music—particularly from a settler perspective.35 As a musician and researcher, I saw an 

opportunity to combine my different skills and experiences to pursue a research-creation project 

that I hope will be meaningful to others as it has been to me. I seek to join a body of work and 

struggle that confronts glorified national narratives, allowing for a more robust and nuanced 

understanding of our pasts and presents. The hope of this project is that it can offer some 

grounding for the listener to perhaps feel more empowered to question popular narratives and 

seek out the truths that have been purposefully omitted from the Canadian nation’s official 

narrative. 

Research Questions and Objectives 

By employing folk music as medium to fill in gaps and question narratives, accompanied by 

critical essays, I aim to present the audience with new understandings of Canadian history. To 

this end, my research is informed by the following questions: 

• How has mythology and omission shaped Canadian national identity?  

• What has been folk music’s role in perpetuating and also reimagining Canadian national 

mythology? 

• How can folk music be used to interrogate Canadian national mythology and present a 

counter-narrative? 

 
34 See for example: Gabrielle L'Hirondelle Hill and Sophie McCall, The Land We Are: Artists and Writers Unsettle 
the Politics of Reconciliation (Winnipeg: ARP, 2015); Dylan Robinson and Keavy Martin, Arts of Engagement: 
Taking Aesthetic Action In and Beyond the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (Waterloo: Wilfrid 
Laurier University Press, 2016); and, Helene Vosters, Unbecoming Nationalism: From Commemoration to Redress 
in Canada (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2019). 
35  “Audible Songs From Rockwood.” Idée Fixe Records, Bandcamp. Released April 7, 2017. Accessed January 1, 
2022. https://ideefixerecords.bandcamp.com/album/audible-songs-from-rockwood. 
The Fiver album Audible Songs from Rockwood, which engages with “questions about the archive as an apparatus of 
colonial power, definitions of sanity and criminality, and the early settler-colonial agenda foundational to those 
modes of thought still operating in today’s carceral system,” is possibly a contemporary example. 
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Chapter Overview 

This research-creation project includes an album of music as well as a written component 

split into three chapters. Chapter 1, “Nationalism and Mythology in the Canadian Context,” 

explores the ideology of nationalism and Canadian national mythology, largely informed by the 

works of Benedict Anderson, Bernard Yack, and Daniel Francis. The purpose of this chapter is to 

set the stage for the subsequent chapters. This includes discussions around the role of cultural 

production and the sociohistorical context of the 1960s in Canada.   

In Chapter 2, “Gordon Lightfoot and the Canadian Railroad Trilogy (1967): A Case 

Study of Music as Mythmaking,” I conduct a case study and critical inquiry into the creation and 

popularity of Gordon Lightfoot’s song, Canadian Railroad Trilogy. I also analyze the lyrics of 

the song, using the same approach that I apply to my own lyrics in Chapter 3. The purpose of this 

chapter is to illustrate how music can be informed by and perpetuate Canadian national 

mythology, as well as the ways in which cultural producers such as Lightfoot reimagine myths. 

My artistic-creation is both informed by and in response to this work, showing how, conversely, 

folk music can be used to interrogate national mythology and produce counter-narratives.  

Chapter 3, “North American Martyrs: Album Historiography,” focuses on my artistic-

creation component, including methodology, a personal historiography and in-depth analysis of 

the lyrical content of my album. I discuss my own relationship to the myths that inspired the 

songs, as well as an accounting of the research that went into addressing omissions and 

constructing counter-narratives. I have also included images and other prompts that influenced 

my writing and creation of each song.  

Additional images related to my research-creation process can be found in the 

Appendices.
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Chapter 1 

Nationalism and Mythology in the Canadian Context 

While we all ostensibly find ourselves as members of so-called nations, the definitions 

and origins of the concepts “nation,” “nationality,” and “nationalism” have been the subject of a 

great deal of theorizing and debate.1 To begin to understand these complex concepts, Benedict 

Anderson argues that we must “consider carefully how they have come into historical being, in 

what ways their meanings have changed over time, and why, today, they command such 

profound emotional legitimacy.”2 In this chapter, I engage with these questions with respect to 

Canadian nationalism and national mythology to provide the necessary foundation that the 

subsequent chapters build upon. Canada is unique in many ways and the answers to the above 

questions might differ for other nations. However, Anderson puts forth a definition of “nation” 

that feels encompassing: “it is an imagined political community – and imagined as both 

inherently limited and sovereign.”3 This imagined community lives in the minds of its members 

who see themselves as united through their shared histories and experiences.4 Bernard Yack 

argues that this “singular and contingent cultural heritage inspires individuals to imagine 

themselves connected to each other—and to certain territories—through time by ties of mutual 

 
1 See for example: Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism, 3rd ed (New York: Verso, 2006); Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, trans. 
Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith (New York: International, 1971); Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and 
Diaspora,” in Identity: Community, Culture, Difference, ed. Jonathan Rutherford (London: Lawrence and Wishart 
Ltd., 2003): 222-237; and, Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1993).  
2 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 3rd ed (New 
York: Verso, 2006): 4. 
3 Anderson, 6. 
4 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
11. 
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concern and loyalty”5—even when those individuals do not know each other at all, are 

geographically distant from one another, and may have little else in common. Still this process of 

imagining a shared heritage permits a national identity to take shape. For instance, the Canadian 

Pacific Railway used propaganda campaigns overseas to promote tourism in western locales like 

the Rocky Mountains, curating romanticized images of mythic wilderness that were embraced as 

an imagined heritage by a newly emerging Canadian population.6 Daniel Francis explains this 

was one such propaganda campaign that “provided the raw material for nationhood,” and as a 

new country lacking history, “Canadians looked to their landscape for their identity” contributing 

to a Canadian national identity deeply tied to wilderness.7  

National identity, however, may be contested and in flux requiring it to be reimagined or 

reinforced through myths, symbols and identifiers. In other words, it is not static: Ryan 

Edwardson echoes this sentiment by arguing that identifiers “must be adapted and updated over 

time in order to keep the national project in line with shifting demographics.”8 This process 

occurs through various discursive and symbolic acts. Ian McKay offers one example of this in 

“the daily newspaper, that classic shaper of ‘national’ sentiment, wherein a sense of common 

experience is created by the bringing together of unrelated events.”9 In Chapter 2, I demonstrate 

the contribution of folk music through my case study of Gordon Lightfoot’s Canadian Railroad 

Trilogy. Importantly, many of these mediums through which narratives are disseminated to 

 
5 Bernard Yack, Nationalism and the Moral Psychology of Community (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2012): 70. 
6 Bill Waiser, “Canadian Pacific Railway,” in Symbols of Canada, ed. Michael Dawson, Catherine Gidney, and 
Donald Wright (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2018): 126. 
7 Daniel Francis, Selling Canada: Immigrants, Tourists, and the Building of Our Nation (Vancouver: Stanton Atkins 
& Dosil, 2011): 174-5. 
8 Ryan Edwardson, Canadian Content: Culture and the Quest for Nationhood (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2008): 7. 
9 Ian McKay, The Quest of the Folk: Antimodernism and Cultural Selection in Twentieth-Century Nova Scotia, 
(Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1994): 15.  
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audiences have connections to the state—take for example the Canadian Broadcasting Company 

(CBC), a Crown Corporation (i.e., state-owned enterprise) providing broadcasting as a public 

service to Canadians.10 Michael Windover asserts that “the CBC’s ability to reach the majority of 

Canadians” is key to its efficacy as “an instrument of nationalism.”11  

National identity is thus constructed around narratives which are emphasized typically by 

political and business elites,12 while other narratives are silenced and omitted.13 The erasure and 

obfuscation of less palatable details serves political agendas, including the legitimization and 

consolidation of power and territory. Drawing on the work of Ernest Gellner, Edwardson 

describes how “the process of ‘inventing’ nations offered opportunities for a select part of the 

population to consolidate positions of leadership and control by centralizing and streamlining 

political, economic, and social systems in accordance with its own interests.”14 The silences and 

omissions from national narratives tell us just as much about the nation and interests of its 

leadership as what gets foregrounded. In his book Silencing the Past: Power and the Production 

of History, Michel-Rolph Trouillot analyzes the significance of silences: 

Thus the presences and absences embodied in sources (artifacts and bodies that turn an 
event into fact) or archives (facts collected, thematized, and processed as documents and 
monuments) are neither neutral or natural. They are created. As such, they are not mere 
presences and absences, but mentions or silences of various kinds and degrees. By 

 
10 Michael Windover, “Building radio publics in post-war Canada,” The Journal of Architecture 23, no. 6 (August 
2018): 1046. 
11 Windover, 1046. 
12 For example, there were coordinated efforts in producing immigration and tourism propaganda between the 
Canadian Government and private businessmen involved with the construction of the Canadian Pacific Railway who 
saw their interests as intertwined (for more on this, read: Daniel Francis, Selling Canada: Immigrants, Tourists, and 
the Building of Our Nation (Vancouver: Stanton Atkins & Dosil, 2011)). 
13 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995): 
27. According to Trouillot, “Silencing also is due to uneven power and the production of sources, archives, and 
narratives.” 
14 Ryan Edwardson, Canadian Content: Culture and the Quest for Nationhood (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2008): 6. 
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silences, I mean an active and transitive process: one “silences” a fact or an individual 
as a silencer silences a gun. One engages in the practice of silencing.15  
 

However, both the voices that are silenced and the audiences to whom these narratives are 

delivered are not lacking agency. Thus, counter-discourse continually breaks through and 

challenges the construction of national identity and narratives. In the Canadian context, a recent 

example was the resistance to Canada’s sesquicentennial celebrations. As Helene Vosters 

summarizes, interventions such as Christi Belcourt’s video poem CANADA, I can cite you 15016 

were carried out “to unsettle Canada’s ideology of national innocence” with Indigenous artists 

taking the lead.17 The result of this counter-discourse is that, according to Yack, nations are 

“site[s] of never-ending debates about what to honor or emphasize–and what to ignore–within a 

given line of inheritance.”18  

Canadian National Mythology  

In his book National Dreams: Myth, Memory, and Canadian History, Francis argues, 

“Myths organize the past into a coherent story, the story of Canada, which simplifies the 

complex ebb and flow of events and weaves together the disparate threads of experience. Myths 

are echoes of the past, resonating in the present.”19 These myths form the foundations of 

narratives that serve the Canadian state as they are simplistic and easy to digest. Francis explains 

that “[t]he core myths of Canadian history are revealed as well in the heroes we create, the art we 

make, the novels and poems we write, the holidays we celebrate, the symbols we acknowledge, 

 
15 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995): 
48. 
16 Onaman Collective, “CANADA, I can cite for you 150,” YouTube video, 2:25, February 4, 2017, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y6U9JV5-bA8&ab_channel=OnamanCollective. 
17 Helene Vosters, Unbecoming Nationalism: From Commemoration to Redress in Canada (Winnipeg: University 
of Manitoba Press, 2019): 17.  
18 Bernard Yack, Nationalism and the Moral Psychology of Community (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2012): 86. 
19 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
11. 
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even in the advertising images with which we flood the world.”20 The influence that symbols 

hold, as well as the powers which they serve, are central to understanding Canadian nationalism. 

As symbols show themselves in our daily lives, we are shaped by them in both conscious 

and subconscious ways as we navigate the “symbolic landscape.”21 In their edited collection 

Symbols of Canada, Michael Dawson, Catherine Gidney and Donald Wright survey a number of 

popular Canadian national symbols—for example, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (“the 

Mountie”), the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR), the geographic region referred to as “the 

North,” and the red-and-white maple leaf-adorned Canadian flag, among others.22 These symbols 

are carefully curated and manufactured to serve the political actors, corporations, and at times, 

the individual.23 In Canada, they project a feel-good story that favours celebration over critical 

inquiry, aiming to establish a national “we” and “us” in contrast to an imagined “them” (i.e., 

non-Canadians).24 The result is a nation draped in kitsch projecting a national narrative that is 

“heartwarming and celebratory,” but one that also omits and “overlooks related issues of class 

struggle, racial oppression, industrial imbalance, let alone the urbanity in which so many 

Canadians live.”25 For instance, the Canadian national symbol of the “mythic Mountie” has been 

associated with “individual achievement, mastery of nature, self-sacrifice, duty, honour, and 

heroism,”26 as result of widely propagated, glorified narratives. These narratives actively omit or 

downplay the police force’s role in the violent historical and current dispossession of Indigenous 

 
20 Francis, 14. 
21 Michael Dawson, Catherine Gidney, and Donald Wright, Symbols of Canada (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2018): 
7. 
22 Dawson, Gidney, and Wright, 3-7.  
23 Dawson, Gidney, and Wright, 5. 
24 Dawson, Gidney, and Wright, 4-5.  
25 Ryan Edwardson, Canadian Content: Culture and the Quest for Nationhood (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2008): 19. 
26 Michael Dawson, Catherine Gidney, and Donald Wright, Symbols of Canada (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2018): 
131. 
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peoples from their territories, as well as the ongoing violent suppression of anti-colonial 

resistance.27 

As symbols and myths are recast and retold to fit the needs of the day, we can see that 

they are indeed adaptable, self-serving social constructions based in illusion rather than objective 

truth. As such, they require vehicles through which they can become imbued with authority and 

longevity. This can take a variety of forms, including, but not limited to, museums, monuments, 

plaques, historic sites, national celebrations, textbooks, and pop culture representations—all 

telling us what to remember.28 Through repetition they can begin to take hold as established 

truths, and enmesh themselves into the national identity. Likewise, Canadian national mythology 

depends on omission and what Vosters describes as an “institutionally manufactured and 

maintained process of settler-Canadian forgetfulness.”29 This mythology is embraced because it 

often represents “something that we wanted to believe about ourselves,”30 according to Francis, 

but its validation is self-serving and harmful. Of course, this harm disproportionately falls upon 

those whose stories have been omitted. This can be seen through historical education and 

commemoration which employs what Vosters calls “a multiculturalist discourse of national 

identity toward the production of a unifying Canadian identity grounded in national 

innocence.”31 This myth of national innocence requires the “erasure of Canada’s violent colonial 

 
27 Sean Carleton, “Might is not right: A historical perspective on coercion as a colonial strategy,” Canadian 
Dimension, February 21, 2020, https://canadiandimension.com/articles/view/might-is-not-right-a-historical-
perspective-on-coercion-as-a-colonial-strategy. 
28 Helene Vosters, Unbecoming Nationalism: From Commemoration to Redress in Canada (Winnipeg: University 
of Manitoba Press, 2019): 4. 
29 Vosters, 4. 
30 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
9. 
31 Helene Vosters, Unbecoming Nationalism: From Commemoration to Redress in Canada (Winnipeg: University 
of Manitoba Press, 2019): 99. 
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origins from dominant social memory,” which, in turn, sustains “the continued dispossession of 

Indigenous populations within Canada.”32  

Canadian national mythology foregrounds narratives which paint a palatable image of 

Canada and its citizens, while allowing for ignorance of the violent realities of ongoing settler 

colonialism. This is why projects of unity such as nationalism require a great deal of forgetting. 

As with other settler-colonial nations, the construction of a Canadian national identity was an 

essential part of “naturaliz[ing] European colonial rule and settler colonialism,” Vosters argues.33 

“For Canadian settler nationalism to function and for its unbecoming acts to appear justifiable,” 

Vosters continues, “the nation-state—with its imposed political, economic, and legal 

structures—must be perceived by the dominant population as a normalized (and ethical) entity 

whose existence goes without question.”34 This normalization can be seen, for example, in 

dominant narratives surrounding the history of the Mounties in which, as Keith Walden 

describes, they “brought stability and peace to a succession of frontiers, making these formerly 

wild areas habitable by ordinary settlers or at least amenable to the norms of white 

civilization.”35 Because Canada lacks the antiquity that some older nations possess, the 

malleability of its national identity is arguably greater in comparison. With the changing of 

times, recent histories and contested figures and events get reimagined or reinforced through 

symbols and expressions of Canadian national mythology.  

As Dawson explains, “National symbols (and national identities) are almost always 

presented as unchanging and traditional,” rather than “the product of awkward, creaking 

 
32 Vosters, 98. 
33 Vosters, 8. 
34 Vosters, 7-8. 
35 Keith Walden, “The Great March of the Mounted Police in Popular Literature, 1873-1973,” Historical Papers 15, 
no. 1 (1980): 33. 
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transitions and highly selective editing.”36 This was the case with the mythic Mounties who were 

transformed “from a celebratory ideal of Christian manliness and British achievement to a more 

inclusive and civic-based encapsulation of what it means to be Canadian,” while maintaining 

their distinctive scarlet uniforms.37 “History” is invoked in order to legitimize these invented 

myths and, by extension, Canada as a nation. However, ironically, there is a heavy reliance on 

contemporary forms of communication (e.g., television and radio) to deliver these myths to 

Canadians.38 As new forms of media took root throughout the twentieth century, they offered 

new forms of communication which Edwardson explains “furthered the ability for individuals to 

mediate a connection to the nation.”39 For instance, the advent of television offered an 

“ubiquitous, immediate, and intimate” medium that, according to Monica MacDonald, “greatly 

influences our understanding of both current and past events.”40 In the Canadian context, 

MacDonald continues, “the CBC is the only television broadcaster, indeed the only form of 

electronic mass media, that has regularly produced and broadcast Canadian history,” illustrating 

its central role in the production and dissemination of national mythology and narratives.41 As 

myths are spread throughout the nation, they present the sense of nationalism desired by elites 

and political actors through the active obfuscation of the unresolved and unflattering. If, as 

Edward Said puts it, “nations are narrations,”42 then cultural production acts as an essential tool 

for its narrators. 

 
36 Michael Dawson, “Mountie,” in Symbols of Canada, ed. Michael Dawson, Catherine Gidney, and Donald Wright 
(Toronto: Between the Lines, 2018): 136-7. 
37 Dawson, 136. 
38 Cecilia Morgan, Commemorating Canada: History, Heritage, and Memory 1850s-1990s (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2016): 11. 
39 Ryan Edwardson, Canadian Content: Culture and the Quest for Nationhood (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2008): 19. 
40 Monica MacDonald, Recasting History: How CBC Television Has Shaped Canada’s Past (Montreal and 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2019): 3 
41 MacDonald, 3.  
42 Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1993): xiii. 
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The Role of Cultural Production 

Before we begin investigating the production and legacy of Gordon Lightfoot's 1967 hit 

song Canadian Railroad Trilogy as a case study in Canadian national mythmaking, in Chapter 2 

we must further establish the role that culture industries play in creating, re-imagining, and 

propagating national myths. “Culture Industry,” as theorized by Max Horkheimer and Theodor 

W. Adorno,43 encompasses commercial and state-owned enterprises responsible for the creation 

of arts and media products and their dissemination to consumers (for example, newspapers, 

books, film, and radio). Notably, this theorization views the audience as “an object to be acted 

upon by those with agency, namely producers and similarly empowered individuals and 

institutions.”44 

Alternatively, Stuart Hall argues that audiences possess agency to ‘decode’ the ‘encoded’ 

messages they receive and perhaps reject or reshape them. In this rejection Hall describes a 

possible crisis point for broadcasting organizations as being when the “oppositional code 

emerges,” in which an audience member may interpret the code and find themselves in 

opposition to the “dominant code” being presented.45 Additionally, Jason Dittmer and Soren 

Larsen assert that cultural producers will also find “themselves constrained by the logic of 

capitalism” while crafting “national myths that correspond with audience desires,” further 

supporting that audiences are not simply acted upon, but possess agency.46 In other words, there 

 
43 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception,” in 
Dialectic Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments, ed. Gunzelin Schmidd Noer, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2002): 94-136.  
44 Jason Dittmer and Soren Larsen, “Captain Canuck, audience response, and the project of Canadian nationalism,” 
Social & Cultural Geography 8, no. 5 (October 2007): 736. 
45 Stuart Hall, Essential Essays, Volume 1: Foundations of Cultural Studies (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018): 
274. 
46 Jason Dittmer and Soren Larsen, “Captain Canuck, audience response, and the project of Canadian nationalism,” 
Social & Cultural Geography 8, no. 5 (October 2007): 738. 
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is an exchange occurring between cultural producers and the audience wherein myths need to be 

catered and reshaped to meet the audience’s feedback, while still communicating a desired 

narrative.  

 Drawing on Anderson’s work, Dittmer and Larsen argue that “the imagined nature of the 

nation […] grants many different actors an influence on the construction of national identity via 

access to culture industries.”47 Given their wide reach, accessibility, and entertainment value for 

consumers, arts and media products make well suited vehicles for delivering national mythology 

to audiences. “Cultural production,” according to Gregory Millard, therefore “often functions in 

part as an agent of nationalist socialization.”48 Moreover, the longevity of many cultural 

products, such as a popular song or film which has been created in some physical and/or digital 

form, give myths the potential to permeate through subsequent generations. Yet counter-

narratives are continually arising, poking holes in the myths we have been presented with. This is 

why such myths need to be reinforced or reimagined within the context of the day and cater to 

the desires of the audience. 

As Dittmer and Larsen argue, “national discourses,” which form the basis of national 

identity, “are not infinite in number, but are rather finite constellations of ideas that crystallize 

into overarching national myths.”49 Drawing on Michael C. McGee’s theory, Dittmer and Larsen 

describe “a four part process” through which these national myths are constructed “by political 

actors, and these myths are altered by continued exposure to public discourse,”50 as follows:  

In the first step, political actors take stock of the cultural resources extant in society and 
available to be harnessed for their purposes. During the second step, a national identity 

 
47 Dittmer and Larsen, 736. 
48 Gregory Millard, “Ambiguously Hip: The Tragically Hip and Canadian Nationalism,” Journal of Canadian 
Studies 55, no. 3 (Fall 2021): 653.  
49 Jason Dittmer and Soren Larsen, “Captain Canuck, audience response, and the project of Canadian nationalism,” 
Social & Cultural Geography 8, no. 5 (October 2007): 737. 
50 Dittmer and Larsen, 737-8.  
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is constructed from those resources that coincides with the material or ideological 
purposes of the political actor. The third step occurs when the national community 
responds to the national identity and provides feedback to the empowered actors. Finally, 
the fourth step involves the erosion of interests and cultural resources on which the initial 
identity was formed, resulting in the construction of a substitute identity that meets the 
needs of the empowered actors.51 
 

The importance of cultural resources such as music within this process is clear; Edwardson 

describes how “nation-builders tried to use culture to imprint a sense of nationhood.”52 Gordon 

Lightfoot represents an example of this, as I will delve into further in Chapter 2 through my case 

study of his song Canadian Railroad Trilogy, commissioned by the Canadian Broadcasting 

Company (CBC). As a folk musician, Lightfoot was an ideal vehicle for political actors looking 

for a popular medium to push forward their vision of Canada. “Musicians of the folk and folk 

rock veins,” as Edwardson argues, “have been identified more than any others because their 

work is so easily connected to a myth-symbol complex that upholds an anti-modern, 

romanticized, outdoors image of Canada that dates back to the group of seven and even much 

earlier.”53 In my case study, I describe in detail how this is applies to Lightfoot’s song Canadian 

Railroad Trilogy. 

Employing McGee’s four-step process as a framework illuminates how the myth of the 

railway was reinvented, reimagined, and propagated through Lightfoot’s song. First, political 

actors at the CBC (and perhaps parliament)54 recognized the unique moment in time with 

Canada’s centennial celebrations quickly approaching. With the myth of the railway selected as a 

nation-building narrative, the search began for a cultural producer and soon they landed on 

Lightfoot as the person for the job. Second, Lightfoot reimagined the myth of the railway 

 
51 Dittmer and Larsen, 738.  
52 Ryan Edwardson, Canuck Rock: A History of Canadian Popular Music (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2009): 5. 
53 Edwardson, 19. 
54 More on this in Chapter 2.  
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through song, giving new life to an old narrative, adding appeal for younger audiences swept up 

in the growing nationalistic fervor. Third, the song is positively received by audiences and 

quickly becomes a radio hit, both propelling Lightfoot forward as a national star and offering 

audiences a new source of national pride. Finally, Lightfoot’s newly minted song about the 

railway overtakes older mediums used to form the Canadian national identity (for example, the 

early promotional materials for the CPR created by William Notman and Son).55  

Lightfoot exists within a larger constellation of Canadian artists that engage with national 

themes and, whether intentionally or not, contribute to a mainstream Canadian national identity 

through music. For instance, in his 2021 paper, Millard surveys the extent to which The 

Tragically Hip’s music might be read as nationalist due to, in part, their use of Canadian national 

themes and symbols, employing the theory of “banal nationalism.”56 Although The Tragically 

Hip’s music is not “explicitly nation-affirming,” Millard argues that “any energetic deployment 

of Canadian signifiers in cultural production is more likely to attain iconic status, irrespective of 

its actual content.”57 Additionally, drawing on the work of Douglas Fetherling, Edwardson 

asserts that a “distinct Canadianness in the ‘sense of polite, distracted anguish’” has been 

associated with the music of Canadian artists like “Neil Young, Joni Mitchell, Leonard Cohen, 

Robbie Robertson, and Gordon Lightfoot.”58 With the exception of Robertson who is of Cayuga 

and Mohawk descent,59 this collection of artists who belonged to the folk revival of the 1960s is 

 
55 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
25. 
56 Gregory Millard, “Ambiguously Hip: The Tragically Hip and Canadian Nationalism,” Journal of Canadian 
Studies 55, no. 3 (Fall 2021): 649. 
57 Millard, 653. 
58 Ryan Edwardson, “Of war machines and ghetto scenes: English-Canadian nationalism and the guess who’s 
‘American woman’,” American Review of Canadian Studies 33, (November 2009): 339. 
59 Sarah Grant, “Robbie Robertson Talks Native American Heritage, New Children’s Book,” Rolling Stone, 
December 4, 2015, https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-news/robbie-robertson-talks-native-american-
heritage-new-childrens-book-43669/. 
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noticeably white. This is representative of the “middle-class white youth” who, according to 

Gillian Mitchell, were consuming this music and saw the folk revival as a “remedy for this sense 

of cultural sterility” that they felt characterized the post-war society in Canada and the U.S.60 

Drawing on the scholarship of Robert Cantwell, Mitchell describes “the revival as an attempt by 

young middle-class white people to regain some kind of ethnic and social identity for themselves 

whilst rejecting all in music that was, to them, overly-sanitized, mass produced and contrived.”61 

This context is important to understand Gordon Lightfoot’s rise to success and why he was 

commissioned to write Canadian Railroad Trilogy. I have chosen to focus my case study on 

Lightfoot’s Canadian Railroad Trilogy because it has a distinctive history including—as I will 

describe further in Chapter 2—direct involvement by the CBC, a Crown Corporation. Equally 

important to the success of the song was the rising wave of English Canadian nationalism which 

other artists (for example, The Guess Who) were able to capitalize on.62  

Sociohistorical Context: Canadian Nationalism in 1967 

To set the stage for my case study of Lightfoot’s Canadian Railroad Trilogy, it is useful 

to understand the socio-historical context in which the song was created and, by extension, the 

state of English Canadian nationalism at the time. Lightfoot was part of the Yorkville folk music 

scene which represented a space to perform “emergent identity.”63 According to Stuart 

Henderson, “it was about repeatedly making and remaking an inspiring, extraordinary, 

 
60 Gillian A. M. Mitchell, “Visions of Diversity: Cultural Pluralism and the Nation in the Folk Music Revival 
Movement of the United States and Canada, 1958–65,” Journal of American Studies 40, no. 3 (December 2006): 
607-8. 
61 Gillian A. M. Mitchell, 607-8.  
62 Ryan Edwardson, “Of war machines and ghetto scenes: English-Canadian nationalism and the guess who’s 
‘American woman’,” American Review of Canadian Studies 33, (November 2009): 340. Also written in this period 
of intense Canadian nationalism was The Guess Who’s most famous song, American Woman, which “was 
nationally embraced as a vocal manifestation of communal anti-Americanism,” according to Edwardson.  
63 Stuart Henderson, Making the Scene: Yorkville and Hip Toronto in the 1960s (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2011): 274. 
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invigorating scene.”64 An emerging generation of Canadians engaging freely in the exchange of 

music and politics found themselves in the coffee houses and venues in which Lightfoot was 

crafting what would become an iconic and enduring body of work.65 Those young Canadians 

existed in a rapidly shifting world longing for authentic ideas and music. As Henderson 

describes, “In a world of pop superficiality and a widely articulated existential yearning for the 

real, genuine human experience, folk music offered a white entrée into that elusive space beyond 

alienated identity performance.”66 As a fixture of this scene in the 1960s, Lightfoot would have 

been tuned into the zeitgeist and surely influenced by the various forces which were acting to 

establish a new nationalism within the Canadian public.  

Edwardson notes that in 1967, with Canada’s centennial celebrations around the corner, 

“the new nationalist intelligentsia did not have to work hard for an audience” in Canada.67 As the 

baby boom generation came of age, their passions were ignited with “many going so far as to 

mobilize grassroots movements, rallies, and political events in the face of American 

imperialism.”68 This shift toward a “civic nationalism” saw Canadians adopting the identity of a 

“Peaceable Kingdom,”69 as the televised American war in Vietnam heightened the “nationalist 

desire to reclaim Canadian sovereignty from the U.S.”70 This intensified existing fear of 

Canada’s national identity being incorporated into the ever-expanding American cultural 

hegemony, which stretches back to the American War of Independence and ever-looming threat 

 
64 Henderson, 274. 
65 Henderson, 274. 
66 Henderson, 274. 
67 Ryan Edwardson, Canadian Content: Culture and the Quest for Nationhood (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2008): 16.  
68 Edwardson, 16.  
69 Edwardson, 16. 
70 Ryan Edwardson, “Of war machines and ghetto scenes: English-Canadian nationalism and the guess who’s 
‘American woman’,” American Review of Canadian Studies 33, (November 2009): 342. 
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of American manifest destiny.71 For many Canadians anxious about American social and 

economic dominance, Canadian philosopher George Grant’s 1965 book Lament for a Nation: 

The Defeat of Canadian Nationalism acted as a sort of manifesto.72 Ironically, this book 

eulogizing the death of Canadian nationalism served as a “catalyst” for a new nationalism to 

emerge in the country.73 

Alongside constant threats of Americanization existed internal sources of national strife, 

such as Québec’s Quiet Revolution and Indigenous anti-colonialism that had long plagued 

Canada’s nation-building project.74 In this time around Canada’s centennial, Scott Rutherford 

asserts that “cultural production was an essential tool Indigenous activists used to articulate the 

decolonization in this period, and it helped construct critical knowledge and language about 

Canada as a settler-colonial state.”75 For example, in 1968, Mi’gmaq and Scottish-Irish musician 

Willie Dunn’s song The Ballad of Crowfoot was turned into an early music video produced by 

the Indian Film Crew.76 Although this project’s radical potential “might have been limited by 

their reliance on government funding,” according to Rutherford, it was an instance of Indigenous 

 
71 For more on this, see: Roger Gibbins, The New Face of Canadian Nationalism (Kingston: Queen’s University 
Institute of Intergovernmental Relations, 1995).  
72 Donna Coates, “Lament for a Nation. The Defeat of Canadian Nationalism,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, last 
modified April 23, 2014, https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/lament-for-a-nation-the-defeat-of-
canadian-nationalism. Coates explains that in his book, “Grant argues that [Canada’s] demise was inevitable, for 
although Canadians had hoped to build a more ordered and stable society than the liberal experiment in the US, that 
county’s [sic] emergence as a leader in modern science, technology and corporate capitalism precluded the 
preservation of Canada’s indigenous culture.” 
73 Ryan Edwardson, “Of war machines and ghetto scenes: English-Canadian nationalism and the guess who’s 
‘American woman’,” American Review of Canadian Studies 33, (November 2009): 342. 
74 Ryan Edwardson, Canadian Content: Culture and the Quest for Nationhood (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2008): 189. Edwardson explains: “The Quiet Revolution, commonly associated with the 1960-6 period of 
Jean Lesage’s Liberal government in Quebec, brought to the province a number of changes tied to rapid 
industrialization, modernization, the decline of Catholicism, and a growing interest in shifting powers from the 
federal to the provincial level.”  
75 Scott Rutherford, Canada’s Other Red Scare: Indigenous Protest and Colonial Encounters During the Global 
Sixties (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2020): 66-7. 
76 Willie Dunn, dir., The Ballad of Crowfoot, National Film Board, 1968, 10 min., 31 sec, 
https://www.nfb.ca/film/ballad_of_crowfoot/. The webpage explains that the Indian Film Crew was “the first all-
Indigenous production unit at the [National Film Board].” 
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people actively “crafting a new historical narrative” shining a light on the violence and 

dispossession that Canada was founded on.77 This supports that cultural production can cut both 

ways, and that music can exist in a tension as both a tool for nationalist socialization and a 

medium for counter-discourse. 

In addition to the domestic motivations behind the push to establish a cohesive national 

identity during Canada’s centennial year, 1967 also marked a moment in which the eyes of the 

world were upon Canada. With Expo 67 bringing millions of people from across the globe to 

Canada,78 there was ample opportunity to share with the world who Canadians were, or perhaps 

were becoming. The 1960s and 1970s saw a shift in Canada’s immigration policy; through its 

embrace of official state multiculturalism, Sunera Thobani explains that Canada presented itself 

“on the global stage as urbane, cosmopolitan, and at the cutting edge of promoting racial and 

ethnic tolerance among western nations,”79 replacing outdated notions of ethnic nationalism. 

Canada was reinventing itself as a “Peaceable Kingdom,” which stood to represent, as 

Edwardson describes, “a non-violent, multicultural mosaic of understanding and social 

cohesiveness, with a supportive welfare safety net and solutions to both Canada’s and the 

world’s problems”—further contrasting Canada with its American neighbours.80 This emergent 

national identity also served to obscure Canada’s unresolved relationship with the Indigenous 

 
77 Scott Rutherford, Canada’s Other Red Scare: Indigenous Protest and Colonial Encounters During the Global 
Sixties (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2020): 67-8. 
78 Sean Mills, The Empire Within: Postcolonial Thought and Political Activism in Sixties Montreal (Montreal and 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2010): 38. Expo 67 was a world exhibition held in Montreal, Québec in 
1967. Mills explains, “In many ways Expo 67, the most spectacular aspect of the Canadian centennial celebrations, 
represented, as one author puts it, an “energetic commitment to transnational urban modernism.”  
79 Sunera Thobani, Exalted Subjects: Studies in the Making of Race and Nation in Canada (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2007): 144. 
80 Ryan Edwardson, Canadian Content: Culture and the Quest for Nationhood (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2008): 138. 
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peoples dispossessed from their territory and the ongoing violence of settler colonialism 

sustaining Canada’s existence. According to Thobani: 

The liberalization of immigration and citizenship policy took place contemporaneously 
with the state’s refusal to provide Aboriginal populations with the educational and other 
resources necessary to draw them into the labour force, resources which would have 
enabled their economic (and political) advancement during this period. Faced with the 
probability that an improved socio-economic status for Aboriginal peoples could 
potentially increase their demands for self-determination, the nation-state considered 
immigration from the South a more preferable alternative. Such immigration would 
provide labour and further the political marginalization and economic underdevelopment 
of Aboriginal peoples, even during periods of economic growth.81 
 

However, this concerted obfuscation did not go unchallenged. In the case of Expo 67, the Indian 

Pavilion represented a moment of counter-discourse being presented within the context of a self-

celebratory event. As Sean Mills explains, the Indian Pavilion “portrayed the impact of 

colonialism on Native populations, provoking a public unused to seeing history through the eyes 

of the marginalized.”82 Rutherford remarks that this was “a moment where Indigenous control of 

Indigenous education became actualized.” 83 

 The period surrounding Canada’s centennial celebration was marked by tension as well 

as a growing desire for national pride, and Canada saw a need and an opportunity to reify its 

national mythology. It offered a challenge to impart a national identity on generations of 

Canadians eager to embrace one. It is within this context that Gordon Lightfoot was enlisted to 

create his song Canadian Railroad Trilogy—a unique opportunity at a likewise unique moment 

in Canadian history, where old “familial chords” would be used to write a new song.84

 
81 Sunera Thobani, Exalted Subjects: Studies in the Making of Race and Nation in Canada (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2007): 174. 
82 Sean Mills, The Empire Within: Postcolonial Thought and Political Activism in Sixties Montreal (Montreal and 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2010): 38. 
83 Scott Rutherford, Canada’s Other Red Scare: Indigenous Protest and Colonial Encounters During the Global 
Sixties (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2020): 65. 
84 Ryan Edwardson, Canadian Content: Culture and the Quest for Nationhood (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2008): 143. 



 

30 

Chapter 2 

Gordon Lightfoot and the Canadian Railroad Trilogy (1967): A Case Study of 

Folk Music as Mythmaking  

The following case study of Gordon Lightfoot’s 1967 folk song, Canadian Railroad 

Trilogy, will delve into the writing and production of the song, examine the mythology 

surrounding its subject matter (the construction of the Canadian Pacific Railway), present an 

analysis of its lyrical content, and finally, discuss the song’s legacy and afterlife. My central 

argument is that this folk song has perpetuated and reimagined a part of Canadian national 

mythology. At the same time, I hope to illustrate that if folk music can be used to perpetuate 

Canadian national mythology, then it can also be used to question it. I investigate this notion 

further in my final chapter, “North American Martyrs: Album Historiography,” in which I offer a 

historiography and methodology for my own album of folk music. 

Gordon Lightfoot: A Brief Biography 

Born in 1938 in Orillia, Ontario, Gordon Lightfoot was a “small-town choirboy” who 

would go on to create Canada’s “most formidable body of song.”1 While his work is now largely 

synonymous with Canadian identity, Lightfoot did not always hold this position within Canada’s 

national popular culture. As a child, Lightfoot developed his skill as a vocalist in the choir of 

Orillia's St. Paul's United Church, going on to perform at Toronto’s historic Massey Hall as part 

of the Kiwanis Music Festival where he won “first prize in the under-thirteen class.”2 Not long 

 
1 Dave Bidini, Writing Gordon Lightfoot: The Man, The Music, And the World in 1972 (New York: McClelland & 
Stewart, 2011): xviii. 
2 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 19-20. 
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after, Lightfoot made his debuts on national radio and TV through CBC programming.3 At the 

young age of eighteen, Lightfoot decided to travel to Hollywood, California to enroll in the 

Westlake music school where he developed his song writing and composition skills.4 Although it 

may have been beneficial to his career path, Lightfoot’s time in Hollywood was short-lived and 

he returned to his home country of Canada in 1958.5 Having outgrown the small town of Orillia, 

Lightfoot moved to Toronto in the fall of that year.6 Putting his music school education to work, 

Lightfoot found employment “copying scores for CBC musical productions”—a connection that 

led to Lightfoot’s later work as a cast member in the CBC’s musical television program, Country 

Hoedown.7 Throughout this period, Lightfoot’s aspiration of becoming a singer-songwriter did 

not die down: his ambition continued to propel him forward.  

In the early 1960s, a folk music boom was underway and soon coffee houses and venues 

across Toronto’s Yorkville neighbourhood became hotspots for singer-songwriters to showcase 

their music.8 Developing into a hub of counterculture, Yorkville saw the flow of music and 

politics that helped shape and define the decade. Alongside the likes of Neil Young and Joni 

Mitchell, Lightfoot cut his teeth in the Yorkville folk music scene and found mentorship in more 

established folk artists like Ian and Sylvia.9 This afforded Lightfoot time to grow into his own 

and develop an identity as a folk artist concerned greatly with the lyrical content of his songs.   

 
3 Jennings, 22. 
4 Martha Kehoe and Joan Tosoni, directors, Gordon Lightfoot: If You Could Read My Mind, Greenwich 
Entertainment, 2019, 1 hr., 31 min, https://www.gordonlightfootmovie.com/. 
5 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 31.  
6 Jennings, 31. 
7 Jennings, 34-5. 
8 For more on this, see: Stuart Henderson, Making the Scene: Yorkville and Hip Toronto in the 1960s (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2011).  
9 Martha Kehoe and Joan Tosoni, directors, Gordon Lightfoot: If You Could Read My Mind, Greenwich 
Entertainment, 2019, 1 hr., 31 min, https://www.gordonlightfootmovie.com/. 
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Lightfoot began to pen songs inflected with the Canadian landscape such as Early 

Morning Rain, Steel Rail Blues, and Sixteen Miles—the latter two songs composed in 1965 while 

on an “eighteen-hour train trip” “to see the wilderness” in remote northern Ontario, where 

Lightfoot says he wanted to “absorb the whistle stops.”10 This growing body of work informed 

by the Canadian landscape as well as Lightfoot’s success as a live performer in Yorkville’s folk 

music scene did not go unnoticed, and 1967 marked a turning point in Lightfoot’s career as both 

a folk artist and a fixture of the budding Canadian identity.  

The Casting of Gordon Lightfoot 

With Canada's 1967 centennial celebrations fast approaching, both the country and 

Lightfoot found themselves at a critical juncture, eager to claim their identities. Riding a wave of 

new nationalism in Canada, it did not take long for Lightfoot to be catapulted from playing in 

small Yorkville clubs to headlining Toronto’s Massey Hall—one of Canada’s premiere concert 

venues.11 This rapid trajectory was thanks to in large part what would become one of Lightfoot’s 

most iconic and enduring folk songs, Canadian Railroad Trilogy. 

In a 2012 interview with the CBC, Lightfoot speaks to the origins of the song, Canadian 

Railroad Trilogy, describing how he was approached by a producer at the CBC and had to write 

the song under the pressure of time.12 He explains that he was handed a book about Sir William 

Cornelius Van Horne from the CBC library that the producer instructed him to read before 

penning the song. The result would be a tune steeped in national mythology that premiered on 

 
10 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 55. 
11 Parks Canada, “Massey Hall National Historic Site of Canada,” Canada’s Historic Places, accessed January 1, 
2022, https://www.historicplaces.ca/en/rep-reg/place-lieu.aspx?id=9369&pid=0. The webpage states: 
“Massey Hall was designated a national historic site of Canada in 1981 because it has served as one of Canada's 
most important cultural institutions and has earned widespread renown for its outstanding acoustics.”  
12 CBC, “Gordon Lightfoot | CBC,” YouTube video, 29:10, November 28, 2012, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VIA9_1NIug&ab_channel=CBC. 
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the CBC television special, 100 Years Young, which rang in the centennial year celebrations on 

New Year’s Day, 1967.13 

This account is somewhat limited given that Lightfoot can be cagey in interviews, but a 

more complete account of the event can be found in Nicholas Jennings’ 2017 biography of 

Lightfoot. Jennings describes how Lightfoot was approached by CBC producer Bob Jarvis who 

wanted to commission Lightfoot to write a song for an upcoming TV special the CBC was 

working on.14 As a rising Canadian talent who had already composed “Steel Rail Blues,” along 

with two train-themed songs for a promotional film about the Canadian National Railway, 

Lightfoot seemed like a natural fit.15 Jarvis explained that the special needed a folk ballad that 

would encapsulate the story of Canada's birth.16 Jarvis had the vision of the song being 

specifically about the Canadian transcontinental railway.17 

Lightfoot was then ushered to the CBC library with instructions to borrow a book on the 

architect of Canada’s first transcontinental railway, Sir William Cornelius Van Horne.18 The 

exact title of the book has not been shared, although the published works available at the time 

included mainly volumes of letters Van Horne had written. This would fit with the language 

Lightfoot used in a 2013 interview with the UC Observer, in which he explained that Jarvis had 

instructed him to go to the library and “get a book by Sir William Cornelius Van Horne”—rather 

than a book about him.19  

 
13 Steve McLean and Laura Stanley, “Gordon Lightfoot,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, last modified January 4, 
2017, https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/gordon-lightfoot. 
14 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 72. 
15 Jennings, 72. 
16 Jennings, 72. 
17 Karen Hilfman Millson, “Interview with Gordon Lightfoot,” UC Observer, June 2013, 
https://www.ucobserver.org/features/2013/06/interview_gordon_lightfoot/. 
18 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 72. 
19 Karen Hilfman Millson, “Interview with Gordon Lightfoot,” UC Observer, June 2013, 
https://www.ucobserver.org/features/2013/06/interview_gordon_lightfoot/. 
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In an interview with Jennings, Lightfoot explained his writing process for Canadian 

Railroad Trilogy in greater detail: 

I started with a ballad, reaching back to an old barbershop tune I used to do called “The 
Rose of Tralee.” I put that to work in the slow part and found this word navvies, which 
were the railway workers, in the book on Van Horne. I started listening to Bob Gibson’s 
“Civil War Trilogy” and decided to use his format—fast going in, slow in the middle, fast 
going out. And it came to me. Got into a great key. Open F chord. Same way I’d written 
“Early Morning Rain,” but very few others. I stayed up all night working on it, right up 
until nine or ten in the morning. Then sleep and pile right back into it. Coffee, 
cigarettes—nothing else. No booze at that point. The song was done in three days.20 

Interestingly, Lightfoot mentions drawing inspiration from Bob Gibson’s Civil War Trilogy, a 

deeply American folk song, which is quite ironic since a great deal of Canadian nationalism 

during this period was focused on distinguishing Canadian identity from its American 

counterpart.21 Following three long days of reading and writing, Lightfoot brought his newly 

crafted song to Jarvis’s office and played him the six-minute track.22 Lightfoot recalled Jarvis 

listening intently and simply saying, “Well, Gordon, I’m impressed.”23 

Lightfoot’s recollection is imbued with its own mythical status, suggesting that it was 

essentially just a brief meeting with a CBC producer and three days of hard work that resulted in 

this prolific song. However, journalist and former CBC employee, Ted Barris, alleged the origins 

of the song reach back to much higher levels of public office.24 In a blog post from 2017, Barris 

claimed that the original idea for such a song about the railway was linked to a meeting that 

occurred in 1966 between Bob Jarvis of the CBC and then-Prime Minister Lester B. Pearson. 

 
20 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 73. 
21 Jason Dittmer and Soren Larsen, “Captain Canuck, audience response, and the project of Canadian nationalism,” 
Social & Cultural Geography 8, no. 5 (October 2007): 739; see also: Ryan Edwardson, Canadian Content: Culture 
and the Quest for Nationhood, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008): 16. 
22 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 73. 
23 Jennings, 73. 
24 Ted Barris, “Icon at a gas bar,” TedBarris.com (blog), July 13, 2017, https://tedbarris.com/2017/07/13/icon-at-a-
gas-bar/. 
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During a meeting about putting together a television event for Canada’s centennial celebration 

the following year, the idea emerged to incorporate the story of the Canadian Pacific Railway’s 

creation, at which point Jarvis suggested that Gordon Lightfoot would be the right person for the 

job.25 Notably, the ‘right person for the job’ was a white middle-class man from Ontario—

aligning with what Michelle MacQueen refers to as “hegemonic Canadianness.”26 

If Barris’s account is accurate, it seems that at every step of the way, from the inception 

of the song’s theme to its composition, Jarvis, the CBC, and, by extension, the Canadian 

Government had put a great deal of planning and intention into this project. As a hip rising 

Canadian folk singer, Lightfoot was perhaps seen as an ideal vehicle to propagate their vision 

across generations. Barris spoke to how, years later, Jarvis told him, “I never had the slightest 

concern that Gordon would produce something that was memorable. [...] What I didn’t know is 

that it would be such a jewel. I believe ‘The Canadian Railroad Trilogy’ will be sung a hundred 

years from now. It’s that important a piece of music.”27  

The stage was set for the New Year’s Day celebration of Canada’s centennial, with 

Lightfoot appearing on the CBC television special 100 Years Young.28 Although footage of the 

entire special is hard to come by, the black-and-white video of Lightfoot singing Canadian 

Railroad Trilogy is unofficially available through YouTube.29 The pageantry of the performance 

comes off as almost Disney-like; Lightfoot stands alone, singing his song with silhouettes of 

 
25 Ted Barris, “Icon at a gas bar,” TedBarris.com (blog), July 13, 2017, https://tedbarris.com/2017/07/13/icon-at-a-
gas-bar/. 
26 Michelle MacQueen, “Critical Counternarratives to Canadianness: The Tragically Hip and Canada as a Work in 
Progress,” MA thesis, Carleton University, 2018. I initially came across MacQueen’s term “hegemonic 
Candianness” while reading Millard’s analysis of The Tragically Hip (see: Gregory Millard, “Ambiguously Hip: 
The Tragically Hip and Canadian Nationalism,” Journal of Canadian Studies 55, no. 3 (Fall 2021): 652.).  
27 Ted Barris, “Icon at a gas bar,” TedBarris.com (blog), July 13, 2017, https://tedbarris.com/2017/07/13/icon-at-a-
gas-bar/. 
28 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 73. 
29 Paul St-Germain, “Gordon Lightfoot - Canadian Railroad Trilogy,” YouTube video, 8:55, July 1, 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=54kCX3K5Erc. 
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navvies behind him, and as the song picks up steam, symbolic of a train, we see the silhouettes 

are in fact actors holding hammers. The cast members included what Ted Barris described as 

“acting extras (bit-players), Yonge Street panhandlers, and even members of the Toronto 

Argonauts football team.”30 The notably white cast—not at all reflective of the actual railway 

labourers—go about their business building the railway.31 The navvies join in with Lightfoot’s 

singing, and then break into a choreographed interlude in which they dance and work in a rather 

theatrical and playful manner. It gives the viewer the impression that this work of so-called 

nation-building was a fun and jovial affair. It is a true made-for-TV, feel-good moment with an 

impact that echoed across the nation, solidifying both itself and the author as mainstays in 

Canadiana.32 

In musician and author Dave Bidini’s Writing Gordon Lightfoot: The Man, the Music, 

and the World in 1972, one commentator remarks, “In 1967, it was impossible to turn on the 

radio without hearing [Canadian Railroad Trilogy].”33 This was quite a feat considering the song 

was not released in any official capacity as a single, and its run time was nearly seven minutes 

long at a time when radio stations typically favoured quick three-minute songs.34 Jennings argues 

that at this point, Lightfoot’s name became “synonymous with a confident Canada caught up in 

the euphoria of its hundredth birthday celebrations.”35 Journalist Tom Hawthorne, author of The 

Year Canadians Lost Their Minds, sees the televised performance of Canadian Railroad Trilogy 

 
30 Ted Barris, “Icon at a gas bar,” TedBarris.com (blog), July 13, 2017, https://tedbarris.com/2017/07/13/icon-at-a-
gas-bar/. 
31 Henry Yu, “Global migrants and the new Pacific Canada,” International Journal 64, no. 4 (December 2009): 
1014. Yu describes the “15,000 or so Chinese workers” who joined the labour force and were essential to the 
completion of western portion of the railway’s construction in 1880s. 
32 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 74. 
33 Dave Bidini, Writing Gordon Lightfoot: The Man, The Music, And the World in 1972 (New York: McClelland & 
Stewart, 2011): 218. 
34 Bidini, 218. 
35 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 79. 



 

37 

that kicked off centennial celebrations as one of the unifying and defining moments that got 

people excited about the centennial, sparking a wave nationalistic projects commemorating the 

100th anniversary.36 

Song Analysis: Gordon Lightfoot’s Canadian Railroad Trilogy (1967) 

What does it mean to sing a song about the railway and its inherent mythology? What 

does it mean to re-link this mythology to Canadian identity in a period of growing and evolving 

nationalism? By reimagining the story of the railway through song, Lightfoot succeeded in 

giving new life to an old myth. This myth, as Daniel Francis simply puts it, “is that the railway 

made Canada.”37 It is the idea that the construction of the railway was the most important nation-

building exercise that unified and gave birth to Canada—a narrative which, as I will illustrate, 

depends on omissions.  

In the following section, I analyze how this myth of the railway’s connection to nation-

building was perpetuated and reimagined through Gordon Lightfoot’s song, Canadian Railroad 

Trilogy. I focus on the song’s lyrical content, drawing connections between Lightfoot’s writing 

and a range of sources, engaging with critical Canadian studies, and offering counter-narratives. 

Afterwards, I present some concluding thoughts before delving deeper into the legacy and 

afterlife of Lightfoot’s Canadian Railroad Trilogy.  

1. Lyrics 

Note: The following lyrics were retrieved from GordonLightfoot.com, published online by 

Valerie Magee.38 Song lyrics are bolded and italicized. 

 
36 Alexandra Pope, “Q&A: Tom Hawthorn on 1967, the year we went crazy for Canada,” Canadian Geographic, 
May 17, 2017, https://www.canadiangeographic.ca/article/qa-tom-hawthorn-1967-year-we-went-crazy-canada.  
37 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
26. 
38 Valerie Magee, “Canadian Railroad Trilogy, 1967 by Gordon Lightfoot,” GordonLightfoot.com, accessed January 
1, 2022, https://gordonlightfoot.com/songs.shtml.  
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There was a time in this fair land when the railroad did not run 
When the wild majestic mountains stood alone against the sun 
 
With the opening lyrics, there was a time, Lightfoot acknowledges a past predating European 

arrival, but one that was ‘primitive’ and preindustrial (when the railroad did not run)—the 

railroad acting as a symbol of ‘progress.’ There is no mention of or reference to Indigenous 

presence. The phrase fair land could hold multiple meanings; it paints a picture of the land as 

beautiful and attractive but might also mean a land that is honest and equitable. The choice of the 

word fair is interesting due to its connection to whiteness (i.e., fair complexions).39 This imagery 

depicts a land that is mythically pristine (wild majestic mountains), empty and untouched (stood 

alone against the sun). Romantic depictions of mythical wilderness are emblematic of the 

“Canadian founding myth,” persisting in Canadians’ imaginations today.40 This problematic 

colonial mindset relies on the concept of terra nullius, or “empty land,” which Joshua Dent 

identifies as being at the “roots of the contemporary Canadian wilderness myth” as well as 

“almost every Treaty dispute and land claims settlement in the country.”41 

Long before the white man and long before the wheel 
When the green dark forest was too silent to be real  
 
There is a clear ‘civilization trope’ here (woven throughout the song also), which primitivizes or 

altogether erases Indigenous peoples.42 Lightfoot is situating the song within the context of the 

arrival of white European men while, again, not making any reference to Indigenous presence or 

 
 
39 For example, one definition of “fair” provided by the Merriam-Webster dictionary is: “having very little color, 
coloring, or pigmentation” or “very light,” e.g., “fair hair,” “fair skin,” or “a person of fair complexion” (see: 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/fair).  
40 Joshua Dent, “False Frontiers: Archaeology and the Myth of the Canadian Wilderness,” Totem: The University of 
Western Ontario Journal of Anthropology 21, no. 1 (April 2013): 59. 
41 Dent, 60. 
42 For more on this discussion read: Yann Allard-Tremblay and Elaine Coburn, “The Flying Heads of Settler 
Colonialism; or the Ideological Erasures of Indigenous Peoples in Political Theorizing,” Political Studies (June 
2021): 1-20.  
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histories. Immediately, there is an indication of Lightfoot’s racial and gendered bias toward this 

history (i.e., that the nation was built on the backs of white men), perhaps indicating the target 

audience for his song. The idea of the wheel being a European invention (long before the wheel) 

further primitivizes the land, representing the white man as the harbinger of civilization. The 

imagery of the green dark forest evokes wild, uncivilized, empty and mythic (too silent to be 

real), perhaps frightening lands, doubling as a valuable resource waiting to be tapped into. The 

well-known thought experiment, “If a tree falls in a forest and no one is around to hear it, does it 

make a sound?,” comes to mind. I had the thought that Lightfoot is invoking this thought 

experiment to suggest that this ‘silent land’ was animated by virtue of white men’s labour.  

But time has no beginnings and the history has no bounds 
As to this verdant country they came from all around 
They sailed upon her waterways and they walked the forests tall 
Built the mines, mills and the factories for the good of us all 
 
It is not clear to me what Lightfoot means by the lyric But time has no beginnings and the 

history has no bounds. He might be acknowledging a connection between the past he is singing 

about and his present reality. Alternatively, it is possible that Lightfoot is speaking to the 

construction of the railway as being history in the making. Lightfoot depicts green lands ripe for 

exploitation (verdant country). With the lyrics they came from all around, he introduces the 

myth of an equal opportunity nation.43 As evidenced by the previous lyrics, the subjects of 

Lightfoot’s song are white European men who sailed upon her waterways and walked the 

forests tall, responsible for the conquering of nature and carrying out their ‘civilizing project.’ 

 
43 Timothy J. Stanley, “Commemorating John A. Macdonald: Collective Remembering and the Structure of Settler 
Colonialism,” BC Studies 204, (Winter 2019/2020): 111.While it is true that railway workers came from different 
countries, the way were treated was hardly equal. For example, the Chinese Immigration Act of 1885 “introduced a 
head tax on the immigration of Chinese workers and their families,” Stanley explains, clearly delineating what the 
racial character of a Canadian citizen should be (i.e., white) in the eyes of the fathers of confederation. Sir John A. 
Macdonald stated that Chinese immigrants gaining the right to vote would threaten “the Aryan nature of the future 
of British North America.”  
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Lightfoot also gives nature feminine pronouns (her waterways) which seems to further 

masculinize this act of conquering nature.44 Lightfoot claims that the mines, mills and the 

factories were built for the good of us all, but these capitalist endeavours benefited the wealthy 

classes at the expense of the labourers—especially those who were racialized—who worked in 

these facilities,45 and the Indigenous populations who were violently cleared and dispossessed 

from the land to make room for these extractive and exploitative industries.46 However, 

Lightfoot neither addresses these details, nor the environmentally destructive nature of these 

industries. Once again, there seems to be an assumption that the land was empty and idle prior to 

these developments. As Dent explains, “[r]esource development conducted by forestry, mining 

and oil and gas companies, […] and forms of Canadian nationalism, all benefit when vast tracts 

of land are considered perpetually pathless and uninhabited.”47  

And when the young man's fancy was turnin' to the spring 
The railroad men grew restless for to hear the hammers ring 
Their minds were overflowing with the visions of their day 
And many a fortune lost and won and many a debt to pay 
 
Lightfoot continuously uses a masculine perspective within his historical narrative (young man’s 

fancy and railroad men). He indicates that these railroad men were eager to work, viewing it as 

perhaps a fun and exciting task. Moreover, there is a clear sense of urgency in Lightfoot’s word 

 
44 Kathi Wilson, “Ecofeminism and First Nations Peoples in Canada: Linking culture, gender and nature,” Gender, 
Place and Culture 12, no. 3 (September 2005): 334. The connection between nature and gender has been discussed 
in ecofeminist literature, including what Wilson describes as “theories that link the domination of women and 
nature” in many Western cultures.  
45 Harsha Walia, “Transient servitude: migrant labour in Canada and the apartheid of citizenship,” Race & Class 52, 
no. 1 (July 2010): 73. Walia explains that in the late 1800s, “Chinese coal miners earned $1 a day compared to the 
$2.50 earned by White workers and an estimated 1,000–3,500 died during the railway’s construction.”  
46 Cole Harris, “How did colonialism dispossess? Comments from an edge of empire,” Annals of the Association of 
American Geographers 94, no. 1 (November 2004): 173. Harris argues: “From the perspective of capital, therefore, 
native people had to be dispossessed of their land. Otherwise, nature could hardly be developed. An industrial 
primary resource economy could hardly function.” 
47 Joshua Dent, “False Frontiers: Archaeology and the Myth of the Canadian Wilderness,” Totem: The University of 
Western Ontario Journal of Anthropology 21, no. 1 (April 2013): 61. 
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choices (grew restless and overflowing), which aligns with the sentiments of the time. Tyler 

Shipley explains that “[w]hile they bickered over the details, each of the signees of the British 

North America Act, which made official the creation of the Dominion of Canada, saw their 

economic fate tied to the expansion of east-west trade and thus viewed the project of settling the 

west as urgent.” 48 Within this ‘civilizing project,’ Lightfoot portrays these men as visionaries 

bringing to life the dream of a unified nation. The lyric And many a fortune lost and won and 

many a debt to pay could hold dual meanings; if Lightfoot is speaking about the navvies, this 

line could just be referencing the petty debt incurred by workers at camp in their idle time, or 

perhaps their motivation to take on this work.49 Alternatively, if the railway men he refers to are 

the higher-ups, Lightfoot is possibly alluding to more serious debts incurred through the 

financing of the railway.50 I am not certain one way or the other, although I suspect it may be the 

latter on account of Lightfoot’s source material for this song—a book on or by Sir William 

Cornelius Van Horne, a senior executive of the Canadian Pacific Railway.51 Lightfoot may also 

have been referencing the labour strike in 1879 by the railway construction workers and among 

their demands was a request for back-pay that CPR executives owed to them, though it is 

unlikely considering the blow it would strike to the railway’s mythology.52 

For they looked in the future and what did they see 
They saw an iron road running from the sea to the sea 
Bringing the goods to a young growing land 
All up from the seaports and into their hands 
 

 
48 Tyler A. Shipley, Canada in the World: Settler Capitalism and the Colonial Imagination (Halifax: Fernwood 
Publishing, 2020): 41. 
49 Geoffrey Lester, “The Railway Labourers: The Navvies,” Atlas of Alberta Railways, University of Alberta Press, 
last modified 2005, https://railways.library.ualberta.ca/Chapters-5-1/#40. 
50 For more on this subject read: Robert Chodos, The CPR: a century of corporate welfare, (Toronto: James Lorimer 
& Company, 1973). 
51 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 73. 
52 David J. Hall, “The construction workers’ strike on the Canadian Pacific Railway, 1879,” Labour/Le Travail 36, 
(Fall 1995): 11-35. 



 

42 

The lyrics looked in the future emphasizes the notion that these men were visionaries of their 

time, and that central to their vision for confederation was a transcontinental railway (from sea to 

sea). Lightfoot expresses one of the main goals being to open up the prairies for settlement and 

agriculture (Bringing the goods to a young growing land / All up from the seaports and into 

their hands). These lyrics reflect the two-way flow of goods that was enabled by the 

transcontinental railway, as well as the acceleration of resource extraction that occurred.53 

Moreover, Lightfoot’s language of a young growing land builds on his narrative that erases 

Indigenous history and mythologizes the notion of ‘progress’ of a nation in its infancy. It 

suggests that modernity, symbolized by the railroad and industry, is necessary for Canada to 

become a ‘mature’ nation.  

Look away said they across this mighty land 
From the eastern shore to the western strand 
 
Lightfoot uses strong language (mighty) to describe the land, now seeming to attribute a more 

masculine quality to it—perhaps expressing the difficulty faced in ‘conquering’ this land. He 

emphasizes the unification of the nation from coast-to-coast (from eastern shore to the western 

strand), where the term strand seems to signal the west as small and aspirational, yet essential in 

bringing together transcontinental Canada.54  

Bring in the workers and bring up the rails 
We gotta lay down the tracks and tear up the trails 
Open her heart let the life blood flow 
Gotta get on our way 'cause we're moving too slow 
 

 
53 Tyler A. Shipley, Canada in the World: Settler Capitalism and the Colonial Imagination (Halifax: Fernwood 
Publishing, 2020): 40-1. Shipley explains: “Expansion to the west—to carry settlers west and to bring agricultural 
products east—would be a boon to the railroad, and, like Macdonald, most politicians had these interests as a 
priority.”  
54 Shipley, 33. Shipley describes how “[t]he colonial elite in London and Canada became increasingly obsessed with 
the idea of connecting the Canadian colonies to British Columbia and asserting their claim to all of the territory in 
between.”  
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Lightfoot’s use of the phrase bring in appears to acknowledge that workers are coming from 

other places, although there is no specific mention of where exactly they are coming from—for 

example, the thousands of Chinese labourers who crossed the Pacific to join the labour force.55 

Abruptly, the song takes a more destructive and violent turn lyrically, beginning with the 

language of tear up the trails—seemingly admitting to the destruction of land that made the 

construction of the railway possible. Read differently, this might speak to the notion of 

modernity replacing trails with steel rail. Perhaps the most disturbing line in this song follows, as 

Open her heart let the life blood flow, which personifies the land through rather gruesome, 

bloody imagery. However, it seems that Lightfoot means it in a positive sense—in other words, 

bringing the land to life, since it was previously ‘lifeless.’ This builds upon the myth that the 

land was somehow lacking vitality or purpose before the white European settlers brought with 

them their hardworking spirits and unique ‘civilizing’ abilities, transforming it into a true 

‘nation’ with aptitude and urgency (see earlier reference to ‘civilization trope’).                            

Behind the blue Rockies the sun is declining 
The stars they come stealing at the close of the day 
Across the wide prairie our loved ones lie sleeping 
Beyond the dark ocean in a place far away 
 
Rockies is one of many geographic signifiers present within the song, reminding listeners of the 

distinctive Canadian landscape and evoking the Canadian identity. Gregory Millard describes the 

way in which songs “can indirectly evoke [the nation] via local or regional signifiers, or informal 

symbols that have a long association with the national identity,” which enables Canadian 

 
55 Henry Yu, “Global migrants and the new Pacific Canada,” International Journal 64, no. 4 (December 2009): 
1014. During the western portion of the railway’s construction in 1880s, through the dangerous stretch of the Rocky 
Mountains, Yu notes that there were “15,000 or so Chinese workers” who joined the labour force and were essential 
to the completion of the railway. 
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listeners to uniquely place themselves within the lyrics.56 The same follows with Lightfoot’s use 

of the phrase wide prairie. It is because Canada is so geographically diverse and spread out that 

the nation-building project depends on establishing shared signifiers and symbols to create a 

unified “imagined community.”57 For example, a Canadian might associate the Rockies with 

their national identity even if they have never seen that mountain range personally or live closer 

to the Appalachians in the U.S. than the Rockies in B.C. and Alberta. Lightfoot includes multiple 

instances of sun imagery throughout the song (the sun is declining; earlier, stood alone against 

the sun; and later, the bright blazing sun), which might reflect the idea of a new dawn and new 

day—thanks to construction of the railway, of course. The narrative follows these railroad men 

who are hard at work creating a place for their loved ones, who are presently far away, as well as 

for entire subsequent generations who would call this land home. This notion, however, does not 

account for those racialized workers who faced exclusionary immigration policies, illustrating 

that not all ‘navvies’ were treated equally.58 

We are the navvies who work upon the railway 
Swinging our hammers in the bright blazing sun 
Living on stew and drinking bad whiskey 
Bending our backs til the long days are done 
 
Lightfoot brings in the term navvies, which is the only word or phrase that he has commented on 

taking directly from the Sir William Cornelius Van Horne text given to him by the CBC, to my 

 
56 Gregory Millard, “Ambiguously Hip: The Tragically Hip and Canadian Nationalism,” Journal of Canadian 
Studies 55, no. 3 (Fall 2021): 654. 
57 The phrase “imagined communities” is from: Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the 
Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 3rd ed. (New York: Verso, 2006).  
58 Henry Yu, “Global migrants and the new Pacific Canada,” International Journal 64, no. 4 (December 2009): 
1015. Chinese labourers faced racism and barriers to immigration, despite their essential contributions to the 
construction of the railway. Upon its completion, Yu explains that “it was no coincidence that the 1885 Chinese 
head tax, designed to curb Chinese immigration to Canada, was passed at exactly the moment that the Chinese 
finished building the transcontinental railroad that brought workers in large numbers from the east coast.”  
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knowledge.59 For a historical song that traces its roots to a book, I found it ironic that Lightfoot 

took as much artistic license as he did and only made one direct reference to the book he cited as 

the song’s source material. Based on this observation, I guess that Lightfoot has formed much of 

the song’s content around the mythic narrative of the CPR that he would have already known 

from his Canadian grade school education.60 Lightfoot adopts the pronoun “we” here (We are 

the navvies), seeming to embody this navvy character himself. He paints a picture of selfless, 

hardworking men who are willing to embrace the rough conditions of the job to complete the 

momentous nation-building task of constructing the railway (Bending our backs til the long 

days are done). As a young man with a growing family to provide for at the time of the song’s 

creation, it seems reasonable to think that Lightfoot may have seen a part of himself in the navvy 

character.61 It is worth noting here that not every listener is able to see themselves in this 

“navvy” archetype and the omitted narratives and characters illustrate who Lightfoot deemed 

foundational to Canada’s creation (or, at least, worthy of celebration through his song). 

So over the mountains and over the plains 
Into the muskeg and into the rain 
Up the St. Lawrence all the way to Gaspe 
 
Again, Lightfoot brings in a number of geographic signifiers (mountains; plains; muskeg; St. 

Lawrence; Gaspe) to situate listeners within the Canadian landscape that they can identify with 

(see previous reference to Millard’s discussion around ‘local or regional signifiers’ in songs). 

Swinging our hammers and drawing our pay 
 

59 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 73. Lightfoot explained to Jennings that he came 
across the word “navvies” while reading a book on Van Horne during his song writing process. 
60 Cecilia Morgan, Commemorating Canada: History, Heritage, and Memory 1850s-1990s (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2016): 159. In her chapter discussing the education of schoolchildren, Morgan explains that “[t]he 
reasons for history taking a central role in the school curriculum were bound up with nineteenth-century 
understandings of its link to national identities and the need to foster ideals of citizenship.”  
61 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 54-55. Jennings describes how Lightfoot took 
seriously the role of providing for his family: “Like his father before him, Lightfoot took the responsibility of 
feeding his family seriously. While other musicians were more relaxed about such things, Lightfoot approached his 
career in a determined, disciplined way.”  
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Layin' 'em in and tying them down 
Away to the bunkhouse and into the town 
A dollar a day and a place for my head 
A drink to the living, a toast to the dead 
 
The lyric drawing our pay adds the detail that these were wage labourers doing honest work to 

earn a living. Lightfoot also includes the lyric layin’ ‘em in and tying them down as a reference 

to railway ties, demonstrating his knowledge of railroad terminology. With the lyric Away to the 

bunkhouse and into the town, Lightfoot references the towns that popped up along the railway 

because of their work, yet there is no acknowledgement of the land speculation and acreage 

provided which enabled this (in other words, the great deal of capital going into this project).62 

Instead, Lightfoot focuses on the simplicity of the lifestyles and wages of the navvies, which 

contributes to the overall perception of the railway’s construction as reasonable and honest.  

Oh the song of the future has been sung 
All the battles have been won 
On the mountain tops we stand 
All the world at our command 
We have opened up her soil 
With our teardrops and our toil  
 
Once again, Lightfoot uses the word future, emphasizing the way in which the railway 

represented progress and the development of Canada. The line all the battles have been won 

could hold dual meanings: Lightfoot might be reflecting on literal battles that paved the way for 

expansion, or might be referring to the construction of the railway as a sort of battle or conquest 

in itself. Moreover, suggesting these battles have been won evokes sentiments of victory and 

celebration. The lyrics that follow turn this conquest toward the land and suggest a mastery and 

ownership over nature. Suddenly, Lightfoot takes this further to suggest a more global 

 
62 Bill Waiser, “Canadian Pacific Railway,” in Symbols of Canada, ed. Michael Dawson, Catherine Gidney, and 
Donald Wright (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2018): 119-127. 
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ascendancy, propping Canada up as a new but great and powerful nation (all the world at our 

command). In Lightfoot’s narrative, this was all thanks to the pain and suffering of the men who 

laboured over the railway (with our teardrops and our toil).  

For there was a time in this fair land when the railroad did not run 
When the wild majestic mountains stood alone against the sun 
Long before the white man and long before the wheel 
When the green dark forest was too silent to be real 
When the green dark forest was too silent to be real 
And many are the dead men too silent to be real 
 
The final verse is a repetition of the opening verse, bringing us back to the beginning, but with 

one change: the closing lyric of the song. Lightfoot switches the green dark forest to many are 

the dead men, acknowledging the human toll of the project. However, in doing so, Lightfoot 

projects these men into the myth themselves, their own legacy now intertwined. Millard explains 

that when “the hero is claimed by the Canadian wilderness,” their “immolation is the price paid 

for entry into Canadian myth.”63  

2. Discussion 

 Long before Lightfoot perpetuated and reimagined the railway myth, the Canadian 

Pacific Railway hired other artists who contributed to a carefully constructed narrative and 

identity that Lightfoot would go on to revive through his song, acting as a nationalistic standard-

bearer carrying forth the flag.64 Lightfoot was tasked to revive and reimagine this narrative in a 

contemporary context that would reach wide audiences and he did so through folk music—a 

medium popular with the culture of the time but also with a long, respected heritage. It seems 

 
63 Gregory Millard, “Ambiguously Hip: The Tragically Hip and Canadian Nationalism,” Journal of Canadian 
Studies 55, no. 3 (Fall 2021): 661. 
64 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
25-27. Francis argues: “The CPR ‘created’ Canada not by binding it together with steel rails, but by inventing 
images of it that people then began to recognize as uniquely Canadian.” For example, CPR management hired a 
“well-known Montreal photographic firm, William Notman and Son” who were tasked with capturing images of the 
beautiful landscape surrounding the railway enroute to the West.  
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that folk music acted as an ideal medium to relay this national myth about the foundations of 

Canada—a country which, in 1967, had been reflecting on its relatively short history and 

therefore seeking to portray itself as long established with its claims uncontested and the tides of 

time washing away any ‘past’ injustices.  

 The song that Lightfoot ultimately created at its core is a self-celebratory ballad of white 

men’s conquest and mastery over nature which effectively gave birth to the nation of Canada.65 

As a child, Lightfoot would have undoubtedly learned this mythology and so he is in part a 

reflection of his upbringing and education, as well as the growing nationalist fervor present when 

he wrote the song leading up to Canada’s centennial celebrations in 1967.66 Armed with only his 

own grade school history lessons and a book ‘by’ or ‘about’ Sir William Cornelius Van Horne, 

the architect of the CPR, it is no wonder that Lightfoot’s end-product was a reimagining and 

perpetuation of a nearly one hundred-year-old nation-building myth. In a fatal blow of irony, 

perhaps the single greatest myth-busting quote of the railway belongs to the very same Van 

Horne: “The Canadian Pacific was built for the purpose of making money for the share-holders 

and for no other purpose under the sun.”67 

Perhaps Lightfoot was ignorant to some degree to the counternarratives which were 

emerging at the time. For example, Willie Dunn, a Mi’gmaq and Scottish-Irish musician and 

contemporary of Lightfoot’s, was crafting incisive folk songs like The Ballad of Crowfoot that 

spoke to both the hypocrisy of Canada through broken treaties and shedding light on historical 

 
65 Dave Bidini, Writing Gordon Lightfoot: The Man, The Music, And the World in 1972 (New York: McClelland & 
Stewart, 2011): 218. Bidini asserts: “There’s a popular tradition in music commissioned for national events that, 
usually, expresses patriotic fervour mixed with a celebratory and self-congratulatory glow.”  
66 Ryan Edwardson, Canadian Content: Culture and the Quest for Nationhood (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2008): 16. 
67 Van Horne quoted in Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: 
Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 20.  
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omissions.68 69 The song’s accompanying music video, produced by “the historic Indian Film 

Crew, the first all-Indigenous production unit at the [National Film Board],” offers “a powerful 

look at colonial betrayals, told through a striking montage of archival images.”70 These images 

include old photographs of the railway along with the men (North-West Mounted Police) who 

cleared the plains to make way for its construction. While I have argued that Lightfoot’s song 

and video invoke a celebratory narrative of the construction of the CPR, Dunn presents a very 

different narrative that is both sombre and condemning of this history and its ongoing impacts. 

Dunn shows us another side to the story which includes the Indigenous perspectives that 

Lightfoot omitted. Through his music, Dunn effectively poked holes in this glorified narrative, 

while Lightfoot—whether knowingly or not—served the interest of the state by plugging up 

those holes.  

Perhaps Lightfoot was just eager to provide for his growing family and saw the CBC 

commission as nothing more than a paycheck, and so he was willing to tell the story he was 

asked to. Perhaps Lightfoot recognized this unique moment in Canadian history and that affixing 

himself to it would promise him a long and successful career—at least, in his home country. In a 

recent 2021 interview, Lightfoot admitted to “press[ing] into the Canadian theme” with 

Canadian Railroad Trilogy and called it a song with a “Canadian theme right to its core.”71 

 
68  Light in the Attic, “Willie Dunn,” accessed January 1, 2022, https://lightintheattic.net/artists/200-willie-dunn. 
Willie Dunn (1941-2013) was a Mi’gmaq and Scottish-Irish “poet, singer-songwriter, musician, filmmaker, artist, 
playwright, activist, and politician” whose music covered topics relating to colonialism in Canada and the history of 
various Indigenous leaders. 
69 Erik Twight, “Willie Dunn,” Songwriters.ca, July 9, 2021, https://songwriters.ca/willie-dunn/. Similarly to 
Gordon Lightfoot, Twight notes that “[Willie] Dunn developed his songs in coffee houses of the late 1960’s.” 
70 Willie Dunn, dir., The Ballad of Crowfoot, National Film Board, 1968, 10 min., 31 sec, 
https://www.nfb.ca/film/ballad_of_crowfoot/. 
71 Canada Files. “Canada Files Season 2 Ep. 13: Gordon Lightfoot.” YouTube. May 30, 2021. Video, 3:09. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xPebt4-nEhk&ab_channel=CanadaFiles. 
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Undoubtedly, Lightfoot was not lacking agency and made the decision to accept this 

commission, which would prove mutually beneficial to all involved parties. 

Whatever the motivation might have been, the creation of this song is at its core a 

political act. Millard affirms that the choice made by an artist “to freight their work with symbols 

and stories associated with the nation is always a ‘political’ act.”72 This is nothing new; 

according to Jason Dittmer and Soren Larsen, “Popular culture has long been a source of 

political influence for those involved in cultural production.”73 Lightfoot’s task, entrusted to him 

by the CBC—as well as then Prime Minister, Lester B. Pearson, according to Barris74—was to 

compose “a big folk ballad that captured all the grandeur of Canada’s birth.”75 Holding Lightfoot 

up, these political actors manufactured this cultural product, a song, to engender nationalistic 

sentiments that were desired and necessary in order to maintain the flimsy threads that hold 

Canada together.  

Lightfoot’s Legacy and the Afterlife of Canadian Railroad Trilogy 

In Canada, Lightfoot’s status has grown to mythic proportions. No other work by a cultural 
figure has become so intrinsically linked with Canadian history, landscape and nationhood than 

has Lightfoot and his songs. –Nicholas Jennings76 
 

Indeed, 1967 marked a turning point in Lightfoot’s career. Lightfoot saw continued 

success in the Canadian charts, along with sold-out shows at popular venues like the Riverboat in 

Yorkville and the historic Massey Hall—the latter of which Lightfoot went on to become a 

 
72 Millard, Gregory. “Ambiguously Hip: The Tragically Hip and Canadian Nationalism.” Journal of Canadian 
Studies 55, no. 3 (Fall 2021): 653. 
73 Jason Dittmer and Soren Larsen, “Captain Canuck, audience response, and the project of Canadian nationalism,” 
Social & Cultural Geography 8, no. 5 (October 2007): 735. 
74 Ted Barris, “Icon at a gas bar,” TedBarris.com (blog), July 13, 2017, https://tedbarris.com/2017/07/13/icon-at-a-
gas-bar/. 
75 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 72. 
76 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 280. 
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beloved fixture, playing the venue annually.77 Meanwhile, a nationalist fervor had been sparked, 

with many wanting to capitalize on the unique moment. Expo 67 launched “Festival Canada,” 

which saw national tours of various Canadian artists, including Lightfoot.78 This would be the 

first time Lightfoot travelled across Canada to share his music, which perfectly coincided with 

the great deal of pride Canadians were feeling that centennial year.79 

A year later in 1968, as Trudeaumania began to take hold, both Lightfoot and Pierre 

Elliot Trudeau would inform Canada’s newly burgeoning sense of national identity.80 Bidini 

argues that “these two men [...] would define the way Canadians saw themselves then, and, in 

some ways, evermore.”81 Likewise, Ian Tyson, folk singer and mentor of Lightfoot, has said that 

nobody “before or since has had the impact on Canadian culture, through popular music or folk 

music, that Gordon Lightfoot has had.”82 

At a time when few were singing about Canada, Lightfoot put to music some of the 

defining events and places in the nation, infusing them with a poetic quality that resonated with 

Canadians eager to feel pride. Indeed, Lightfoot’s efforts to bolster Canadian national mythology 

would not go unnoticed, as he was awarded the Order of Canada in 1970 at the young age of 31. 

In 2003, Lightfoot was awarded the Companion of the Order of Canada with the following 

accolade from the office of the Governor General of Canada:  

A singer-songwriter, musician and poet, Gordon Lightfoot has been telling our stories in 
song for over five decades. He possesses a unique ability to blend contemporary urban 
music with our traditional roots. Genuine and reserved, he has a down-to-earth style that 
defies categorization. The consummate perfectionist, he has influenced a host of other 

 
77 Jennings, 76. 
78 Jennings, 76. 
79 Jennings, 76. 
80 Dave Bidini, Writing Gordon Lightfoot: The Man, The Music, And the World in 1972 (New York: McClelland & 
Stewart, 2011): 40. 
81 Bidini, 40. 
82 Steve McLean and Laura Stanley, “Gordon Lightfoot,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, last modified January 4, 
2017, https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/gordon-lightfoot. 
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musicians with his versatility and thought-provoking lyrics. With an impressive list of 
successful recordings to his credit, he has garnered numerous industry awards and 
remains one of Canada's most beloved musicians.83 
 

That same year, Lightfoot received an award from Canadian Railway Hall of Fame honouring 

the impact and legacy of his song Canadian Railroad Trilogy.84 Among Lightfoot’s other awards 

include being “inducted into the Canadian Music Hall of Fame, Canada’s Walk of Fame, the 

Canadian Songwriters Hall of Fame, the US Songwriters Hall of Fame, the Canadian Country 

Music Hall of Fame and Canadian Folk Music Walk of Fame,” as well as thirteen Juno 

Awards.85 Lightfoot has a commemorative Canada Post stamp emblazoned with his image,86 

along with an annual celebratory day in Toronto (Gordon Lightfoot Day on November 25th)—

announced by Toronto Mayor John Tory at the same time that he was awarded with a key to 

city.87 Lightfoot’s list of honours and awards is extensive in its collection of Canadian accolades, 

illustrating the way in which Canada has embraced Lightfoot as a national hero.  

 The CBC’s Ian Hanomansing asserted that Lightfoot’s roughly two hundred songs are 

“[woven] into the fabric of the country”88—perhaps none more notable than Canadian Railroad 

Trilogy. It is a “masterwork in national mythmaking” and what some have referred to as 

 
83 The Governor General of Canada, “Mr. Gordon Lightfoot,” accessed January 1, 2022, 
https://www.gg.ca/en/honours/recipients/146-13623. 
84 Wayne Francis, “Gordon Lightfoot’s Awards,” Lightfoot.ca, accessed January 1, 2022, 
https://www.lightfoot.ca/awards.htm. 
85 Steve McLean and Laura Stanley, “Gordon Lightfoot,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, last modified January 4, 
2017, https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/gordon-lightfoot; The Canadian Academy of Recording 
Arts and Sciences. “JUNOS – Top 100 Winners.” Accessed January 1, 2022. https://junoawards.ca/awards/awards-
top-100/. 
86 Steve McLean and Laura Stanley, “Gordon Lightfoot,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, last modified January 4, 
2017, https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/gordon-lightfoot. 
87 “Mayor John Tory presents Gordon Lightfoot with a Key to the City,” City of Toronto, November 25, 2021, 
https://www.toronto.ca/news/mayor-john-tory-presents-gordon-lightfoot-with-a-key-to-the-
city/#:~:text=November%2025%20was%20also%20proclaimed,lively%20music%20and%20culture%20scene. 
88 CBC News: The National, “Gordon Lightfoot on crafting his greatest hits,” YouTube video, 10:28, July 19, 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RMmPbE-wJzQ.  
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“Canada’s second national anthem.”89 Popular historian and author of multiple books on the 

CPR, Pierre Berton, once remarked to Gordon Lightfoot, “You did more good with your damn 

song than I did with my entire book on the same subject.”90 This was a ringing endorsement from 

another fixture of Canadiana who once explained mythmaking as a means to “giv[ing] a country 

a sense of unity.”91  

In the years that followed the song’s release, Canadian Railroad Trilogy saw continued 

revival and success—especially within the Canadian context. In 1969, Lightfoot performed 

Canadian Railroad Trilogy at a festival celebrating the opening of Canada’s National Arts 

Centre.92 England’s Queen Elizabeth II counted herself among the fans of the song, once sharing 

with Lightfoot that “she loved the Canadian Railroad Trilogy”93 during her visit to Ottawa to 

celebrate Canada Day in 1992. At the Queen’s appearance, Lightfoot revived Canadian Railroad 

Trilogy with a fresh performance including a video of the railway’s construction projected 

behind him.94 In doing so, he once again reaffirmed and reimagined the railway myth for a new 

generation.  

In 2000, Lightfoot joined the bill for a nearly five-hour charity concert in Toronto, “The 

Family Farm Tribute,”95 including in his setlist Canadian Railroad Trilogy, which was reported 

 
89 CBC Music, “Re-examining Gordon Lightfoot’s Canadian Railroad Trilogy,” YouTube video, 18:42, June 18, 
2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hh7xNDcA6f4. 
90 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 74. 
91 CBC Music, “Re-examining Gordon Lightfoot’s Canadian Railroad Trilogy,” YouTube video, 18:42, June 18, 
2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hh7xNDcA6f4. 
92 Wayne Francis, “Gordon Lightfoot’s Television Appearances,” Lightfoot.ca, accessed January 1, 2022, 
https://www.lightfoot.ca/tvappear.htm. 
93 Martin Chilton, “Gordon Lightfoot: The Queen likes my Canadian Railroad Trilogy song,” The Telegraph, May 
18, 2016, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/music/artists/gordon-lightfoot-the-queen-likes-my-canadian-railroad-trilogy-
so/. 
94 Dave Martin, “Gordon Lightfoot – Canadian Railroad Trilogy – Canada Day 1992,” YouTube video, 7:20, January 
3, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yftz0Lxf5yA. 
95 Robert Everett-Green, “Music to save the family farm,” The Globe and Mail, January 12, 2000 
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/music-to-save-the-family-farm/article18420533/. 
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to receive “a standing ovation and the day’s most emotional audience response.”96 The song 

remained a fixture in Lightfoot’s setlist until around 2017—for which I can only speculate might 

be due to the song’s taxing duration, although Lightfoot has not commented on this himself 

beyond discussing a recent injury impacting his guitar playing.97 

Through another reimagination, prize-winning Canadian author and illustrator Ian 

Wallace turned Canadian Railroad Trilogy into a children’s picture book in 2010, pairing his 

original illustrations with Lightfoot’s lyrics.98 Through his illustrator’s notes, Wallace adds his 

own commentary to Lightfoot’s narrative which, according to one review, acknowledged the 

railroad’s “effect on the First Nations and the heavy death toll among labourers.”99 Another 

review from Canadian Teacher Magazine remarks, “This volume would be a perfect addition to 

a unit on Canadian history or the building of the railway for any age group [...] Well worthwhile 

for all Canadian school libraries!”100  

Balancing the ‘good’ with the ‘bad’ seems to be a prevailing method to approaching 

Lightfoot’s song in modern contexts. By reimagining the narratives and mythology surrounding 

the railway, Lightfoot’s song is able to live on with the addition of endnotes and afterthoughts—

unable to ignore the destructive realities of the project, yet also unable to let go of this song 

 
The Family Farm Tribute was a charity concert which, according to Everett-Green, was “intended to raise urban 
awareness of the crisis on Canadian farms, where plunging commodity prices and poor weather have recreated 
conditions not seen since the Great Depression,” and was broadcasted live on CBC Newsworld.  
96 Wayne Francis, “Gordon Lightfoot’s Television Appearances,” Lightfoot.ca, accessed January 1, 2022, 
https://www.lightfoot.ca/tvappear.htm. 
97 Nick Krewen, “Despite Setbacks, Gordon Lightfoot, 82, prepares to reopen Toronto’s storied Massey Hall,” 
Toronto Star, November 12, 2021, https://www.thestar.com/entertainment/music/2021/11/12/despite-setbacks-
gordon-lightfoot-82-prepares-to-reopen-torontos-storied-massey-hall.html. 
98 Gordon Lightfoot and Ian Wallace, Canadian Railroad Trilogy (Toronto: Groundwood Books/House of Anansi 
Press, 2010).  
99 Gwyneth Evans, “Review: Canadian Railroad Trilogy,” Quill & Quire, accessed January 1, 2022, 
https://quillandquire.com/review/canadian-railroad-trilogy/. 
100 “Canadian Railroad Trilogy,” Canadian Teacher Magazine, November 2010, 
https://canadianteachermagazine.com/2010/11/07/canadian-railroad-trilogy/. 
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which is so deeply enmeshed with Canadian identity. Interestingly, the same broadcaster which 

originally commissioned Lightfoot to write the song, the CBC, has recently published a video re-

examining Canadian Railroad Trilogy.101 I discuss this video further in my analysis of my own 

song, Robber Baron Trilogy, where I argue that despite the video’s narrator, Noah Lefevre, 

acknowledging the extreme violence that occurred during the railway’s construction, he evades 

denouncing the song outright. “Honestly,” Lefevre concludes, “I still believe that there is 

triumph to be found in the railroad and in the Canada that it helped build.”102  

Lightfoot was Canada’s “first natural-born star” and remains a mainstay of Canadian 

music and culture.103 He has reaped the rewards bestowed only on those who allow themselves to 

become absorbed into the Canadian national identity. His numerous state-sponsored appearances 

and accolades have allowed Lightfoot to enjoy a national celebrity and longevity that few other 

Canadians have known. For reasons I do not know for certain, Lightfoot seemed to have stopped 

including Canadian Railroad Trilogy in his setlists around 2017, the year of Canada’s 150 

Celebrations.104 Maybe he had time to reflect on the narrative and myth he helped perpetuate, 

and so chose to quietly retire the tune from his live performances. Or, perhaps there is little more 

to the mystery than a physical injury preventing him from performing the song.105 Whatever the 

reason, Lightfoot has not made any public statements to clarify his choice.

 
101 CBC Music, “Re-examining Gordon Lightfoot’s Canadian Railroad Trilogy,” YouTube video, 18:42, June 18, 
2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hh7xNDcA6f4. 
102 CBC Music, “Re-examining Gordon Lightfoot’s Canadian Railroad Trilogy,” YouTube video, 18:42, June 18, 
2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hh7xNDcA6f4.  
103 Dave Bidini, Writing Gordon Lightfoot: The Man, The Music, And the World in 1972 (New York: McClelland & 
Stewart, 2011): 40. 
104 “Canadian Railroad Trilogy performed by Gordon Lightfoot.” Selist.fm. Accessed January 1, 2022. 
https://www.setlist.fm/stats/songs/gordon-lightfoot-73d6ba9d.html?songid=13d54941. 
105 Nick Krewen, “Despite Setbacks, Gordon Lightfoot, 82, prepares to reopen Toronto’s storied Massey Hall,” 
Toronto Star, November 12, 2021, https://www.thestar.com/entertainment/music/2021/11/12/despite-setbacks-
gordon-lightfoot-82-prepares-to-reopen-torontos-storied-massey-hall.html. 
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Chapter 3 

North American Martyrs: Album Historiography 

Note to the Reader/Listener 

My intention is that the reader/listener reads the following sections prior to listening to 

the album: “Research-Creation Methodology,” “What is Folk Music?,” “Songwriting Process,” 

and “Selection of Topics.” In the section “Song Analysis,” I have provided an accompanying 

essay for each song on the album which can be read prior to or in tandem with listening to the 

individual song.  

Research-Creation Methodology  

As an artist-researcher, I have chosen to approach this project through a research-creation 

methodology. My analysis focuses both on my own songs as well as the sociohistorical context 

and Canadian national mythology with which my album is in dialogue. Through the “creation” 

component, as Paul Couillard describes, research-creation offers “a form of practice whose 

analytical framework does not simply study what already exists, but acts by bringing something 

new into the world.”1 By creating an original album of folk music, I have conducted my research 

through music, whereby “the research dimension is integral to the process.”2 According to 

Sophie Stévance and Serge Lacasse, a critical part of this process is “understanding the intimate 

connection between practice and critical thinking, and how one can generate the other.”3 As I 

will describe in greater detail, my research involved an iterative process going back and forth 

 
1 Paul Couillard and T.L. Cowan, “Demonstrating the Ineffable,” in Knowing & Knots: Methodologies and 
Ecologies in Research Creation, ed. Natalie Loveless, (Edmonton: The University of Alberta Press, 2020): 262. 
2 Sophie Stevance and Serge Lacasse, Research-Creation in Music and the Arts: Towards a Collaborative 
Interdiscipline, 1st ed. (London: Taylor and Francis, 2018): 96. 
3 Stevance and Lacasse, 90. 
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between writing music and engaging with literature and other works which informed one 

another. Furthermore, I see my album as a medium that is atypical in academia to convey my 

research to audiences. Natalie Loveless remarks that research-creation “names a methodology 

that is experimental and that transforms the way we do and disseminate our research as 

academics.”4 Although I have included extensive writing to accompany the album, my intention 

was for the album to be able to exist as a distinct output of my research.  

My research-creation process has included the following elements: (1) selection of and 

research around key topics, people, and events related to Canadian nationalism and mythmaking; 

and (2) critical historical narrative analysis through songwriting and music composition. Through 

this active process, I have conducted research and created music in unison, with each component 

informing the other and blurring the line between them. Natasha Myers explains how in 

research-creation “there is no necessary divide […] between scholarly research and artistic 

practice.”5 While reading about a given topic, I simultaneously wrote song lyrics inspired and 

informed by the content of the works I was reading. This can be seen through direct quotes and 

references to works within the lyrics, along with less conspicuous symbols, themes, and motifs. I 

have also attempted to capture the emotions I experienced while conducting my research through 

the lyrics and composition of the music. As T.L. Cowan elaborates, research-creation methods 

strive to establish “an understanding that happens through making, through action, through 

feeling.”6 The entirety of my process is illuminated through a personal historiography of the 

album, wherein I have analyzed the meaning of the lyrics, revealed various prompts and sources 

 
4 Sarah Truman, Natalie Loveless, Erin Manning, Natasha Myers, and Stephanie Springgay, “The Intimacies of 
Doing Research-Creation,” in Knowing & Knots: Methodologies and Ecologies in Research Creation, ed. Natalie 
Loveless (Edmonton: The University of Alberta Press, 2020): 226. 
5 Truman, Loveless, Manning, Myers, and Springgay, 227. 
6 Paul Couillard and T.L. Cowan, “Demonstrating the Ineffable,” in Knowing & Knots: Methodologies and 
Ecologies in Research Creation, ed. Natalie Loveless, (Edmonton: The University of Alberta Press, 2020): 263. 
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of inspiration, and unpacked my own thoughts and emotions that I experienced during the 

writing of each song. In line with Erin Manning’s proposition for research-creation, “Make 

Beyond the Object (Work the Work),” I have aimed for this personal historiography of the album 

to move beyond the “object” (i.e., the album itself) and to consider the “mode of activity” (i.e., 

the process through which album was generated).7 While writing this historiography of the 

album, I also found myself reflecting further on both my artistic process and the various subject 

matters of the songs—a reflection which made its way into my written component and provides 

an additional analytical layer.  

In particular, through the production of folk music, I have critically analyzed narratives 

present in Canadian history that have contributed to national mythmaking, such as the myth of 

the Canadian Pacific Railway. Embracing the storytelling tradition of folk music, I wrote lyrics 

that tell a story, interrogating those narratives that are foundational to the popular Canadian 

identity. This project has been grounded in what Stephanie Springgay describes as “ontological 

epistemological, ethical, and political attunements to creating a different world.”8 My goal, 

ultimately, was to use folk music as a medium to interrogate Canadian national mythology, 

addressing omissions in popular narratives, convey a counter-narrative, and elicit an emotional 

response from fellow settler-listeners to encourage further research and critical reflection.  

What is Folk Music? 

Before I delve deeper into my songwriting process, I want to briefly touch on the 

difficult-to-define concept of ‘folk music.’ Historian Ronald D. Cohen defines folk music as “a 

 
7 Erin Manning, “Ten Propositions for Research-Creation,” in Collaboration in Performance Practice: Premises, 
Workings and Failures, ed. Noyale Colin and Stefanie Sachsenmaier (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016): 134. 
8 Sarah Truman, Natalie Loveless, Erin Manning, Natasha Myers, and Stephanie Springgay, “The Intimacies of 
Doing Research-Creation,” in Knowing & Knots: Methodologies and Ecologies in Research Creation, ed. Natalie 
Loveless (Edmonton: The University of Alberta Press, 2020): 227. 
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slippery term, including older rural, vernacular songs and styles, mostly derived from British and 

African roots, as well as more modern personal, topical, and event songs played on acoustic 

instruments”.9 My songs fall into the latter category as I weave various personal and topical 

narratives into acoustic-driven songs. While the Oxford English Dictionary defines folk songs as 

“song[s] originating from the common people; also, [...] modern imitation[s] of such [...] 

song[s],” contemporary folklorist Henry Adam Svec questions this definition, asking, “But what 

does it mean to originate and to imitate?”10 Svec posits that delving deeper into the concept of 

the folk song “has the potential not only to refine but, in fact, to explode and thereafter 

regenerate the very concept of authentic folk song.”11 I found this possibility to be particularly 

inspiring while considering folk music as my medium.   

Central to much of the discussion around what constitutes folk music is the notion of 

authenticity. To this end, author and musician Dick Weissman asks the questions: “Is 

[authenticity constituted by] the reproduction of already existing music? Is it possible to write 

new songs in a style that is so similar to traditional songs that the new songs can be accepted as 

folk music?”12 Weissman believes the answer to be subjective; one listener might perceive a so-

called folk singer as entirely unauthentic, for whatever reason, while another might believe them 

to be “the most sincere, heartfelt singer that they have ever encountered.”13 Even the authenticity 

of Gordon Lightfoot’s music constituting ‘true folk’ is in question on account of him belonging 

 
9 Ronald D. Cohen, Depression Folk: Grassroots Music and Left-Wing Politics in 1930s America (Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2016): 1. 
10 Henry Adam Svec, Life Is Like Canadian Football And Other Authentic Folk Songs (Halifax: Invisible 
Publishing, 2021):7. 
11 Svec, 7. 
12 Dick Weissman, A New History of American & Canadian Folk Music (New York: Bloomsbury, 2020): 166. 
13 Weissman, 168. 
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to the folk revival period.14 However, as time goes on and technologies evolve, Weissman 

concedes that the benchmarks for authenticity are in flux, as the ways in which music is 

produced and transmitted changes.15 While I agree that the idea of authenticity is ultimately 

subjective, I believe that it is possible to write a modern, original, authentic folk song.  

In the Canadian context specifically, Jon Bartlett and Rika Ruebsaat discuss the 

distinctive folk music that emerged in Canada due to its lack of traditional songs and definitive 

“national culture,” compared to the U.S. or Britain.16 In their survey of Canadian performers at 

festivals taking place between 1974-1980, Bartlett and Ruebsaat concluded that “traditional 

music play[ed] almost a negligible role in the Canadian folk revival.”17 Instead, they found that 

the majority of Canadian folksingers were writing and performing original songs.18 As a 

Canadian musician myself, I feel that I have been influenced by this distinctive legacy of new 

and original folk music. In line with Cohen’s definition described above, I argue that folk music 

constitutes both old and new songs that have been written about historical or contemporary 

people or events, employing narrative-driven lyrics and (typically) acoustic instruments.  

It is within these less rigid boundaries that I have sought to create folk music of my own 

making. That said, I have attempted to adhere to certain established folk music traditions, but in 

 
14  “Folk Music Revival.” The Canadian Encyclopedia. Last modified January 21, 2014. 
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/folk-music-revival-emc. According to The Canadian 
Encyclopedia: “By the early 1960s, the folk revival led in North America to the rise of a new generation of singers-
songwriters born in the 1940s, most of whom began their careers performing traditional songs before refining their 
own lyric and melodic styles and identifying the topical concerns that spoke to the attitudes and concerns of their 
peers. Initially the singer-songwriter co-existed with the traditional folksinger in coffeehouses and concert halls and 
at folk festivals. However, by the end of the 1960s, the singer-songwriter, exemplified by Bob Dylan in the USA and 
by Gordon Lightfoot in Canada, emerged as a significant 'pop' figure and in the public mind became synonymous 
with the idea of a 'folksinger'.”  
15 Dick Weissman, A New History of American & Canadian Folk Music (New York: Bloomsbury, 2020): 166. 
16 Jon Bartlett and Rika Ruebsaat, “The State of the Art: The Folk Revival in Canada,” Canadian Folk Bulletin 3 
(Fall 1980): 7. 
17 Bartlett and Ruebsaat, 8. 
18 Bartlett and Ruebsaat, 8. 
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my own way. For example, Weissman discusses how “under a traditional definition, folksongs 

are supposed to be passed along and changed in oral transmission.”19 I have drawn on orally 

transmitted family lore to inform some of my work and lyrics, engaging in intergenerational 

conversations, while also holding these narratives up against public records. In my song Family 

Tree, for instance, I have combined personal and historical narratives by weaving together my 

ancestors’ experiences working in the forestry industry in British Columbia, set against the 

backdrops of broader historical events like “the war in the woods”20 and World War One.  

When composing the songs on this album, I wrote them all on acoustic guitar, intending 

for these songs to be able to exist entirely on their own (i.e., without the need for additional 

instrumentation). At their heart, these songs are minimalistic folk tunes that need only a voice 

and an acoustic instrument to perform. This is how I chose to record my initial field recording 

versions or ‘demos’ from which I built upon and introduced additional instrumentation for four 

of the tracks. I recorded the demos in a stripped-down manner using two Electro-voice 635A 

microphones (one for vocals and one for acoustic guitar). I chose these microphones deliberately 

because of their long history of use by journalists and media (for example, see Figure 1).21 

 
19 Dick Weissman, A New History of American & Canadian Folk Music (New York: Bloomsbury, 2020): 166. 
20 Debra J. Salazar and Donald K. Alper, Sustaining the Forests of the Pacific Coast: Forging Truces in the War in 
the Woods (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2000): 12. According to Salazar and Alper, Clayoquot Sound, British Columbia 
was the site of “the most prominent mass actions” which took place “during the summer of 1993, when hundreds of 
citizens were arrested at blockades for attempting to stop logging.” This period of heightened actions taken in the 
name of preventing further deforestation by the lumber industry is widely referred to as “the war in the woods.” 
21 Pete Weiss, “Electro-Voice: 635A dynamic mic,” Tape Op, 47, May 2005, 
https://tapeop.com/reviews/gear/47/635a-dynamic-mic/. According to Weiss, “these [microphones] have been seen 
everywhere in the broadcast world for the past, like, forty years. […] Turns out they're omnidirectional 
dynamics, and built like tanks. A friend told me they were designed this way with news reporters in mind—
omni so that interview subjects' speech wouldn't be lost due to being off-axis while ambience is picked up for 
that ‘on location’ sound, and sturdy for dependability in rough locations.”  
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Figure 1. In this Dec. 1970 photo, Pierre Elliott Trudeau updates reporters in Ottawa on the status of kidnapped 

British diplomat James Cross. Photograph by Chuck Mitchell/The Canadian Press, December 1970. Retrieved from 
Winnipeg Free Press. https://www.winnipegfreepress.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2022/05/NEP8869496.jpg. 

 

In fact, one of the microphones I acquired was decommissioned by the CBC (see photo in 

Appendix A).22 I felt that it was fitting to use these microphones, as they might have once been 

used to record a version of history that I am now interrogating through this project.   

Songwriting Process 

As I was contemplating how to approach my songwriting for this project, I began to look 

into the way Gordon Lightfoot went about writing his songs—especially during the Canadian 

Railroad Trilogy period. In a 1967 video exposé on Lightfoot’s songwriting produced by the 

CBC, he says that the “basic ingredients” for a song are “of course, your words and your music,” 

but “you also have to have an idea, you have to have images, backdrops.”23 I took particular 

interest in the importance he placed on images, bringing this idea forth in my own songwriting. 

 
22 I was able to correspond with a producer currently at the CBC and ask about the history of the microphone based 
on its serial number and etchings (including one that reads “Radio-Canada”). I learned that the producer had one as 
well, but unfortunately, they told me that tracing its use and history would not be possible. 
23 CBC, “Gordon Lightfoot on how he writes a song, 1967: CBC Archives | CBC,” YouTube video, 2:48, November 
30, 2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HW9pmXmUhOA&ab_channel=CBC.  
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Nicholas Jennings notes that Lightfoot summarizes his approach to writing Canadian Railroad 

Trilogy in the following quote: 

I started with a ballad, reaching back to an old barbershop tune I used to do called “The 
Rose of Tralee.” I put that to work in the slow part and found this word navvies, which 
were the railway workers, in the book on Van Horne. I started listening to Bob Gibson’s 
“Civil War Trilogy” and decided to use his format—fast going in, slow in the middle, fast 
going out. And it came to me. Got into a great key. Open F chord. Same way I’d written 
“Early Morning Rain,” but very few others. I stayed up all night working on it, right up 
until nine or ten in the morning. Then sleep and pile right back into it. Coffee, 
cigarettes—nothing else. No booze at that point. The song was done in three days.24 
 

This led me to consider what it might be like to use Lightfoot’s songwriting method, which 

produced a long-lasting piece of Canadiana, but instead use it to unsettle Canadian national 

narratives. Bartlett and Ruebsaat argue that “we can derive from Canadian songs a shared 

identity,”25 which could certainly be said of Lightfoot’s Canadian Railroad Trilogy—but what 

would it mean to create a Canadian song which questions those symbols? I employed this 

method in earnest during the winter of 2021 when the bulk of my songwriting took place. While 

I did not indulge in all of Lightfoot’s vices, I did consume a great deal of coffee which resulted 

in little sleep, but successful completion of the writing of the majority of this album. In general, I 

developed a chord progression, structure, and melody that suited the emotion surrounding the 

song’s topic, while I conducted my preliminary research. Once the mood and overarching themes 

were set, I developed more specific phrases and other references, filling out the lyrical content. 

For example, with the song My Father Told Me To Fight Wars, dealing with the topic of World 

War One, I wanted to make the song mostly downtempo and brooding to start, and then 

crescendo into something faster and frantic, reflecting a battle scene playing out. I began the 

 
24 Lightfoot quoted in Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 73. 
25 Jon Bartlett and Rika Ruebsaat, “The State of the Art: The Folk Revival in Canada,” Canadian Folk Bulletin 3 
(Fall 1980): 14. 
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outro’s progression with an A minor chord to elicit the sombre emotion of the lyrics, I ship off to 

fight your evil / Hold that line, my hands they tremble, and so on. I detail the meaning behind 

this song’s lyrics and subject matter in the lyrical analysis section to come. 

Unlike Gordon Lightfoot, I did not listen to Bob Gibson for inspiration. I did, however, 

listen to a range of folk artists who have addressed Canadian history (critically, or not) through 

their music. This non-comprehensive list includes Willie Dunn, Buffy Saint Marie, Fiver, Bruce 

Cockburn, Ian and Sylvia, and, of course, Gordon Lightfoot. This music and more were floating 

around my subconscious and undoubtedly influenced my album. For instance, in the song 

Hometown Hero, I borrow Willie Dunn’s phrase “fascist town crier” as a nod to his song, I Pity 

the Country. 

While watching live footage of Lightfoot performing Canadian Railroad Trilogy, I 

thought about how he presented himself, down to his outfit choices. I went out and bought a 

denim vest that looked similar to Lightfoot’s (see Figure 2), which I could wear while 

songwriting, attempting to embrace his ethos. Initially I did not think about it too seriously as 

part of my method, but I was interested to find a citation in Svec’s work relating to wearing “folk 

costumes” in ethnographic research.26 The paper published by Maya Kucherskaya discusses how 

some ethnographers and folklorists dressed as their subjects of study in order to immerse 

themselves and gain a deeper understanding of their lives.27  

 
26 Henry Adam Svec, Life Is Like Canadian Football And Other Authentic Folk Songs (Halifax: Invisible 
Publishing, 2021): 27. 
27 Maya A. Kucherskaya, “Wearing Folk Costumes as a Mimetic Practice in Russian Ethnographic Field Studies,” 
Archaeology, Ethnology & Anthropology of Eurasia 47, no. 1 (2019): 127-136. 
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Figure 2. Screenshot from “Gordon Lightfoot BBC: Four In Concert” (1972). Accessed January 1, 2022. Retrieved 

from https://www.themoviedb.org/movie/128424-bbc-four-in-concert-gordon-lightfoot. 

 

 My method diverged from Lightfoot’s with respect to his decisions around source 

material, as Lightfoot explained that he only consulted a single source which he was given by a 

CBC producer. I did not ever just consult a single source on a topic, but rather, sought out a 

variety of perspectives to create a more encompassing picture of the existing narrative(s). 

Furthermore, I was not given the works I consulted, apart from a few suggestions provided by 

my supervisor. This allowed far more personal choice in what was informing my songwriting 

compared to Lightfoot. 

 In line with Lightfoot’s method, I too made an effort to select words or phrases which 

held a particular symbolism. These also acted as starting points to unravel more specific 

narratives within larger topics. For example, Lightfoot does this with the word “navvies” in 

Canadian Railroad Trilogy. In my song, North American Martyrs, my starting point was the 

term “Black Robes,” referring to Jesuit missionaries. I knew I wanted to tell a story about the 

role these missionaries and their map-making played in the establishment of colonial beachheads 

from which expansion occurred. I describe the symbolism of this term in greater detail later. 
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 It was ideal that the bulk of my songwriting took place during the winter holidays when I 

was able to fully immerse myself in the process. The melodies and themes were on my mind 

constantly, and with no distractions, I found myself spending all my time reading and writing. I 

kept Hilroy exercise books (see Appendix B)—the same ones I had used in grade school—to 

write down lyrics, thoughts, and citations all in one place. I kept them next to me day and night, 

allowing myself to write ideas down as soon as they came to mind. Compiling these various 

elements of my research in a single place became an invaluable tool in the integration of my 

research methods.  

 Finally, I want to address another point of departure in my songwriting process compared 

to Lightfoot’s. While he states that Canadian Railroad Trilogy was completed in just three days, 

I knew that I needed to spend much more time than that on each song. The seriousness of the 

subject matters I was addressing demanded more time both in research and self-reflection. 

Although the bulk of my songwriting occurred over a period during the winter holidays, I never 

thought of any of the songs as complete. I continued to revisit and revise them up until the point 

that they were recorded in the summer of 2022. This occurred as I continued to conduct research 

and interrogate my own understanding of the topics I chose to write about. For example, in my 

song Hometown Hero, I decided to add another verse at the end to acknowledge the removal of 

the statue of Sir John A. Macdonald from Kingston’s City Park, an event that occurred after I 

had written most of that song. I appreciate Svec’s notion that “folk song” is not “static” but 

rather “a muddy and mobile target that must be followed in real time”28—much like history 

itself.  

 
28 Henry Adam Svec, Life Is Like Canadian Football And Other Authentic Folk Songs (Halifax: Invisible 
Publishing, 2021): 4-5. 
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As time goes on and history’s omissions are revealed (or finally acknowledged by the 

wider public), there is an opportunity for folk musicians to revise their songs accordingly. There 

is precedent for this in Lightfoot’s catalogue with his song, Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald. 

When writing the song, Lightfoot took the same “documentarian’s approach” as he had done 

with other factually based songs.29 The result would be a six-and-a-half-minute ballad outlining 

the story surrounding the shipwreck. When Warner, Lightfoot’s label, approached him to release 

the song as his next single, they requested that the song be cut down to be more “radio 

friendly.”30 Lightfoot eventually capitulated, but only if “the verses were left alone,” illustrating 

his commitment to the story.31 After the release of the song, Lightfoot explains that he stayed in 

touch with some of the family members of those who were lost in the wreck.32 In the original 

song, Lightfoot sings, “At 7 P.M. a main hatchway caved in; he said,” attributing the shipwreck 

to human error, as the story went until 2009.33 After watching a TV documentary Dive 

Detectives, which argued that the cause of the wreck was not human error, but rather most likely 

a rogue wave, Lightfoot revised his lyrics to reflect the new information.34 Although the song 

was not re-recorded, Lightfoot now sings in his live performances, “At 7 P.M. it grew dark, it 

was then he said,” replacing the reference to the hatchway and thereby vindicating the crew 

members.35 This reflects Lightfoot’s commitment to accuracy in the telling of historical 

narratives. Interestingly, while there is an opportunity for Lightfoot to apply this same principle 

 
29 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 148. 
30 Jennings, 156. 
31 Jennings, 156. 
32 Recording Academy / GRAMMYS, “Gordon Lightfoot - Discusses "The Wreck Of The Edmund Fitzgerald" | 
GRAMMYs,” YouTube video, 2:18, June 12, 2013, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F_oWCgV2MJo&ab_channel=RecordingAcademy%2FGRAMMYs. 
33 Valerie Magee, “Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald, 1967 by Gordon Lightfoot,” GordonLightfoot.com, accessed 
January 1, 2022, https://gordonlightfoot.com/WreckOfTheEdmundFitzgerald.shtml. 
34 Nicholas Jennings, Lightfoot (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2018): 267. 
35 Jennings, 267.  
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to Canadian Railroad Trilogy as more inaccuracies and omissions in this story are revealed, he 

has yet to indicate any intention of doing so. 

In my work, I believe I share a similar commitment to expressing an accurate account of 

events when writing and singing about historical narratives. As I have continued to revise and 

update lyrics throughout this writing process, I too will remain open to addressing my own 

omissions or inaccuracies beyond the album’s release. While I by no means claim to be an 

authority on any of the topics I have chosen to focus on, my intention was to focus on settler-

narratives that relate to my own life, ancestry, and story. Through the combination of historical 

research and family history, I hope that I have done these stories justice, while acknowledging 

that no story is ever finished.  

Selection of Topics 

I did not follow a clear, singular method with respect to topic selection, but I want to shed 

some more light on why these narratives became the focal points of the songs I have written. 

Many of the song topics have been on my mind for some time, prior to starting this project. 

Several date back to my early days in grade school, where I recall first being introduced to (and 

perhaps indoctrinated with) various mythologies related to the foundation and survival of what 

we currently call Canada. A more critical understanding of Canadian history during my 

undergraduate degree introduced me to various counter-narratives. This set me on a path of an 

“unlearning” —of which this project is one piece.  

My undergraduate degree was the first instance of attempting to account for omissions 

and produce counter-narratives through music. Although, at the time, I had not thought about it 

as a form of research-creation, I was writing songs about topics I was rethinking at the time, such 

as the Battle of Vimy Ridge and the gold rush that occurred in British Columbia. Put simply, I 



 

69 

felt like I had been lied to as a child by my teachers, and I was now having to reckon with new 

and frankly disturbing narratives that were purposefully omitted. Songwriting has always been a 

refuge to which I turn to work through complex emotions or events, so naturally I gravitated 

toward music to process this and put my thoughts into song-form. While these songs were never 

published, they remained on my mind as a project that I hoped to pursue further as I continued 

learning. 

Upon deciding to turn these ideas into my research-creation project, I immediately started 

looking for works related to Canadian national mythology as well as revisiting my old notes and 

songs from my undergrad. If I were to point to a single text that helped to frame my approach 

and acted as a key source of inspiration, that would be Daniel Francis’s National Dreams: Myth, 

Memory, and Canadian History. Francis’s ability to succinctly dissect foundational myths and 

narratives in the course of just a single chapter helped me to wrap my head around the idea of 

distilling incredibly complex topics into the length of a single song. The first two chapters of the 

text, which cover the myth of the Canadian Pacific Railway and the Royal Canadian Mounted 

Police, acted as a starting point for my renewed research into these topics. As key foundational 

myths that I like many other Canadians grew up hearing, I felt that it was necessary to approach 

these topics through my research.  

I understand and appreciate that there is no way that I can possibly tell the whole story 

behind the topics I have chosen to focus on. That is why I have made an effort to cite sources 

which I hope listeners will engage with in order to develop a deeper understanding beyond what 

my songs can convey. These songs can perhaps act as an introduction, but not an endpoint.  
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A Note on the Album Title 

 Although my album’s title track engages specifically with the topic of the Jesuit 

missionaries who came to be known as the North American Martyrs, the album’s title is intended 

to be more encompassing. I am suggesting that the so-called heroes, events, and topics I cover 

throughout my album are glorified through dominant narratives, akin to the concept of 

‘martyrdom’ or celebration after one’s death. The album’s title reflects the notion of individuals 

seeking legacy through their deeds, as well as the cultural producers who reimagine their lives 

and legacies for new audiences as time passes. I was contemplating the term ‘martyr’ not just as 

a title bestowed on an individual posthumously to honour them dying for their beliefs, but also as 

a legendary status that can be applied to any individual believed to have dedicate their life to a 

cause. Through commemoration, the individual becomes a symbol or something to live up to—a 

hero for us to hoist aloft above any doubt or criticism. The way this martyr status and title 

prevent meaningful and necessary discourse around the individual’s life, death, and legacy 

amounts to the flattening of complex and nuanced history. This idea is central to my album.   

Song Analysis 

Throughout this historiography of my album, North American Martyrs, I break down 

each of the eight songs into five subsections: (1) Keywords, (2) Prompts, (3) Context, (4) Lyrics, 

and (5) Analysis. My hope is that this chapter will allow readers to gain insight into my song 

writing process and the meanings behind the lyrics.  

Keywords include significant themes, events, and characters that are associated with each 

song. These keywords are connected to my prompts, which include the various texts, films, 

photos, music, quotations, and other forms of media that inspired and informed me during my 

song writing process. Although not every prompt I have listed is ultimately cited in my analysis, 
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I wanted to still include these works that I engaged with more broadly, as they influenced me to 

some extent and perhaps led me down a path to find another source. The context subsections 

provide background for my decisions to approach various topics and where my initial influences 

emerged—this might involve an anecdote from my personal life, or perhaps a specific moment in 

my education. This helps shed light on the foundation to each song. Following the context, the 

song’s lyrics as they currently stand are introduced. Finally, an in-depth analysis of the lyrics, 

including the specific details, references, and meanings behind them is provided. 

1. Intro (Echoes) 

1.1 Keywords 

History, mythmaking, past/present 

1.2 Prompts 

Francis, Daniel. National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History. Vancouver: Arsenal 
Pulp Press, 1997. 

Myths organize the past into a coherent story, the story of Canada, which simplifies the complex 
ebb and flow of events and weaves together the disparate thread of experience. Myths are echoes 

of the past, resonating in the present. –Daniel Francis36  
 

1.3 Context 

I set out to write an opening track for the album which would introduce listeners to some 

of the album’s central themes and set the tone for the songs to follow. This song is intentionally 

short and concise as an introduction probably should be. The lyrics were inspired by the above 

quotation from Francis’s National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History, which 

addresses how myths simplify and flatten history, failing to encapsulate the nuance and 

complexity of people and events. Francis’s analogy of myths as “echoes” is both lyrical and 

 
36 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 

11 
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apt—as a songwriter, I especially admired his ability to say something so artfully and saliently in 

the same breath. This quotation stuck with me throughout the writing of this album. I wanted to 

acknowledge and pay respect to Francis, the author who largely set me on this path of study.  

1.4 Lyrics 

And all I know  
Is that the echo calls home  
Echo - echo - echo  
 

1.5 Analysis 

And all I know  
Is that the echo calls home  
Echo - echo - echo  
 
Through this project, I have identified myths that “echo” and inform our present realities. Myths 

inform Canadian identity, attempting to instill us with a sense of familiarity or safety (home), 

continually reinforcing and reimagining itself, growing ever distant from whatever the original 

story might have been (echo). I wrestled with the meaning of an “echo,” sometimes seeing it as a 

reflection, and other times more of a transmutation or a game of broken telephone. I made the 

final line an echo of itself, repeating the word but slightly differently each time. The word “echo” 

will appear in the final track of the album as well—a lyrical bookend. This idea is also a nod to 

Lightfoot’s use of the same lyric to begin and end his song Canadian Railroad Trilogy. 

2. North American Martyrs 

2.1 Keywords 

Martyrdom, Jesuit relations, religious beachheads for nations/capital, legacy, survivance, 
veneration, nation saints  
 

2.2 Prompts 

Anderson, Emma. The Death and Afterlife of the North American Martyrs. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2006.  
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Greer, Allan. The Jesuit Relations: Natives and Missionaries in Seventeenth-Century North 
America. Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2000. 

Pritchett, John Perry. Black Robe and Buckskin: The Story of Catholic Pioneering in Northern 
North America. Whitefish, MT: Literary Licensing, LLC, 1960.  

 
Figure 3. The Eight North American Martyrs. Accessed January 1, 2022. Retrieved from 

https://catholicism.org/eight-na-martyrs.html. 

When settlers arrived in what would eventually be called Canada, they arrived to make money 
and save souls; the former justified by the latter, and the latter made possible by the former.  

–Tyler Shipley37 
 

2.3 Context 

My earliest encounter with the Jesuits was when I was baptised by my great-uncle, a 

member of the Society of Jesus. I have no memory of this event, but when I later learned that my 

great-uncle was a Jesuit, it piqued my interest to better understand this religious order and its 

place in history. My fifth-grade teacher, a Christian Brother,38 showed us the 1991 film Black 

Robe.39 Our class was taught that this was a historically accurate depiction of Jesuit relations in 

 
37 Tyler. A. Shipley, Canada in the World: Settler Capitalism and the Colonial Imagination (Halifax: Fernwood 
Publishing, 2020): 4. 
38 Edmund Rice Christian Brothers North America, “Mission Statement,” accessed on January 1, 2022, 
http://www.ercbna.org/Christian_Brothers.php?op=Mission_Statement. My teacher was an Edmund Rice Christian 
Brother whose mission, according to their website, “is to [accept] the call to evangelize youth within the mission of 
the Catholic Church […] in a variety of settings, including Catholic schools.”  
39 Dickason, Olive Patricia, “Film Review: ‘Ikwe’ and ‘Black Robe’,” The American Historical Review 97, no. 4 
(October 1992): 1168-1170. Black Robe (1991), produced by Robert Lantos, Stephane Rieckel and Sue Milliken, 
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the ‘New World’ and therefore appropriate viewing material to better understand Canada’s early 

foundations. I remember feeling frightened, but also being left with the lesson that the legacy of 

these supposedly heroic ‘black robes’ was one to be celebrated. Akin to Jesus Christ, it was told 

to me that these men made their sacrifice for us, so that Christianity could take hold in the ‘New 

World.’  

As an undergraduate, I revisited these stories and began questioning the narratives held 

within them. After the subject of the Jesuits came up in one of my courses, I began further 

investigating the dominant narrative behind the group which has become known as “the North 

American Martyrs,” as well as sometimes “the Canadian Martyrs”40 and their surrounding cult. 

When I set out to write this song for this project, I started with just an opening line (Here comes 

more saviours dressed in black) and a chord progression that I had come up with some years ago 

and which had been stuck in my head for many years as an unfinished song. I knew there was a 

story that could flow from that line, but I appreciated that there was much more research that I 

needed to do before telling it. 

As much of the historical record surrounding the North American Martyrs has been taken 

from their own journals, along with texts that were deemed by the church as being true and 

factual,41 this is where I began my research. I read Allan Greer’s The Jesuit Relations: Natives 

 
directed by Bruce Beresford, screenplay by Brian Moore, follows the experience of a Jesuit missionary in New 
France, roughly based on the life of Nöel Chabanel (one of the North American Martyrs); a sensationalized film 
depicting the events of this period and sorely lacking Indigenous perspectives in its making.  
40 Martyrs’ Shrine, “About the Martyrs,” accessed January 1, 2022, https://martyrs-shrine.com/about-the-martyrs/. 
The North American Martyrs were eight French Jesuit missionaries who travelled to New France with the goal of 
converting Indigenous peoples (in particular, Wendat) during the seventeenth century. During their time there, the 
men were killed by various Indigenous people (primarily Haudenosaunee) and were subsequently canonized by the 
Catholic church.  
41 John Perry Pritchett, Black Robe and Buckskin: The Story of Catholic Pioneering in Northern North America 
(Whitefish, MT: Literary Licensing, LLC, 1960). The opening pages of Pritchett’s book includes a note that states 
that the text is “free from doctrinal or moral error,” receiving official approvals from the Catholic Church (“Nihil 
Obstat” and “Imprimatur”).   
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and Missionaries in Seventeenth-Century North America,42 and John Perry Pritchett’s Black 

Robe and Buckskin: The Story of Catholic Pioneering in Northern North America,43 which 

helped me to get a better idea of how these individuals saw themselves. As the intent of this song 

is to critically investigate the dominant narratives behind the Jesuits and their legacy, I felt that it 

was important to read what they thought of themselves. Seeking out some alternate sources with 

attention given to critiques of the North American Martyrs and their surrounding cult led me to a 

text entitled The Death and Afterlife of the North American Martyrs by Emma Anderson.44 This 

text was where much of my inspiration for this song was found.  

2.4 Lyrics 

(V1) 
Here comes more saviours, dressed in black 
He carries paper and he makes the maps 
He said, “the son of god is in your heart, just 
open up and then you’ll start” 
“To fear what I said,” I came looking for death, 
that’s it 
  
(Chorus) 
In search of souls but 
They keep coming back 
They stole some homes but 
They keep coming back 
And it’s “all mine,” “all mine” 
They keep coming back 
And it’s “all mine,” “all mine” 
Yeah 
  
(V2) 
A window-mirror to see ourselves in the role of 
someone else 

It’s life and death and legacy, survivance I do 
believe 
These nation saints we venerate a memory that 
bends and fades 
Which way will you go? Barkskins and Black 
Robes 
  
(Chorus) 
In search of souls but 
They keep coming back 
They stole some homes but 
They keep coming back 
And it’s “all mine,” “all mine” 
They keep coming back 
And it’s “all mine,” “all mine” 
Yeah 
  
(Outro) 
Over and over, North American Martyr 
Over and over, North American Martyr

 

 
42 Allan Greer, The Jesuit Relations: Natives and Missionaries in Seventeenth-Century North America, (Boston: 
Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2000). 
43 John Perry Pritchett, Black Robe and Buckskin: The Story of Catholic Pioneering in Northern North America 
(Whitefish, MT: Literary Licensing, LLC, 1960). 
44 Emma Anderson, The Death and Afterlife of the North American Martyrs (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2006).  
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2.5 Analysis 

Here comes more saviours, dressed in black 

Before the Jesuits came to New France, another group of missionaries, the Récollets, preceded 

them.269 I wanted to relay this notion of there being waves of missionaries (more saviours) 

arriving as colonization took root. The spectre of the Jesuits’ black robes lived on in my mind 

from a young age and I wanted to emphasize this frightening imagery, beginning to present my 

argument that these individuals were the sinister force in these lands.  

He carries paper and he makes the maps 

I became fascinated by the Jesuits’ connection to capitalism, expansion, mapmaking, and their 

role in establishing these colonial beachheads. Compared to other religious organizations, the 

Jesuits are well known for their extensive cartography during their missionary work, with their 

maps acting as powerful symbols and tools of European expansion. Mirela Altic explains that 

“Jesuit mapmaking, by helping to open new territories to colonization and economic 

exploitation, became part of the wider campaign for colonial promotion.”270   

He said, “the son of god is in your heart, just open up and then you’ll start” 
“To fear what I said,” I came looking for death, that’s it 
 
I imagine this line as being spoken by a Jesuit missionary and wrote it based on the kind of 

language encountered during my childhood Catholic education. I have tried to reflect the 

persuasion and obedience instilled through fear—tools associated with the Catholic Church.271 I 

 
269 Emma Anderson, The Betrayal of Faith: The Tragic Journey of a Colonial Native Convert (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2007): 64. According to Anderson, the Récollets were “a reform-minded subgroup of the 
larger Order of Friars Minor, or the “Fransiscans,” […] a religious group founded by St. Francis of Assisi in the 
thirteenth century.” 
270 Mirela Altic, Encounters in the New World: Jesuit Cartography of the Americas (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2022): 1. 
271 For more on this subject, read: Jean Delumeau, Sin and Fear: The Emergence of a Western Guilt Culture, 13th-
18th Centuries (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1990). 
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was likewise reflecting on the morbidity of martyrdom and its centrality to this religious order, as 

seen through “early Christian writer Tertullian[’s]” description of “the blood of martyrs as the 

seed of Christians.”272 Anderson explains how “colonial Jesuits expected, even welcomed 

martyrdom, which they saw as playing a vital role in the continent’s bloody baptism for 

Christ.”273 In the minds of the Jesuits, their deaths were viewed as a “high stakes ritual drama” in 

which the “Jesuits thus sought to perform their deaths.”274 In Anderson’s work, I was struck by 

the way in which future martyr Isaac Jogues expressed frustration when his initial captors did not 

kill him, thus denying him “the glorious martyr’s death that he had long envisioned.”275 It was 

important for me to shed light on these details, as the narrative I grew up with emphasized the 

martyrs’ suffering while omitting their own yearning for death.  

In search of souls but 
They keep coming back 
They stole some homes but 
They keep coming back 
And it’s “all mine,” “all mine” 
 
This chorus does not necessarily introduce new ideas, but rather tries to build upon earlier lyrics. 

As missionaries in search of souls, the Jesuits kept coming to the ‘New World’ seeking to not 

only convert non-Christians, but to “perform their deaths” and find eternal life in that death.276 

Stole some homes is a call back to my earlier introduction of the Jesuits relation to capital and 

colonial expansion, as empires sought to claim territory in the ‘New World’. They keep coming 

back is intended to speak to the insatiable appetite for land and souls that characterises the 

colonization and evangelization of the seventeenth century. All mine reflects the possessive and 

 
272 Tertullian quoted in Emma Anderson, The Death and Afterlife of the North American Martyrs (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2006): 20. 
273 Anderson, 6. 
274 Anderson, 6. 
275 Anderson, 23. 
276 Anderson, 6. 
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dominating mindset shared by the Jesuits and colonial empires—this argument is at the centre of 

this song.  

A window-mirror to see ourselves in the role of someone else 

The second verse moves forward in time, using the present to reflect upon the past. “Window-

mirror” is a phrase from Anderson which she uses to illustrate that the reverence held by 

Catholic followers for the North American Martyrs involves “a certain degree of unconscious 

self-adulation.”277 In other words, the continued celebration of these figures reflects a desire to 

see oneself within them. I was preoccupied with this notion of projection while researching and 

writing this album—especially as it relates to how figures in the past are celebrated in the present 

and why certain people clutch to these characters so firmly. When writing this lyric, the word 

role struck me as expressive of what Anderson describes as the “ritual drama” and performance 

of martyrdom.278 

It’s life and death and legacy, survivance do you believe? 

Legacy is a theme that emerged as I was analyzing Canadian identity and the North American 

Martyrs. Their lives revolved around their deaths and the legacies they would leave behind. This 

lyric also pays homage to Anderson’s work which had a profound impact on the trajectory of this 

song (although she uses the term “afterlife” instead of legacy). Anderson explains how the 

martyrs’ “deaths were used to bolster the fading morale of French colonists, who were urged to 

reflect on the glorious, otherworldly rewards God bestowed on those who held fast to his 

provincial plan for the conversion of the New World.”279 In the centuries that followed the 

Jesuits’ arrival in the seventeenth century leading up to the present day, the Québécois would 

 
277 Anderson, 8. 
278 Anderson, 6. 
279 Anderson, 7. 
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turn “to the paradox of martyrdom to inspire their survivance.”280 I have intentionally written this 

lyric as a question to express an interrogation of belief in religion, as well as in historical 

narrative.  

These nation saints we venerate a memory that bends and fades 

“Nation saints” is a phrase that Anderson attributes to Kathleen Sprow Cummings.281 For me it 

encapsulates the central role of these religious figures in the establishment of what we now call 

Canada. The North American Martyrs live on through their shrine located in Midland, Ontario, 

which acts as a site of pilgrimage for “newly arrived Catholic immigrants to Canada” as they 

“symbolically ‘becom[e] Canadian’ through their embrace of these ‘nation saints’.”282 I have 

used the word venerate due to its religious connotation and the ongoing reverence of the North 

American Martyrs. As narratives (memory) change (bend) to serve a purpose and details get 

omitted (fades), my intention with this lyric is to confront the “continual remembering and 

reinvention” of the martyrs.283  

Which way will you go? Barkskins and Black Robes 

This line has a dual meaning, speaking to both the physical flow of these groups as well as their 

continued legacies. The Jesuit missionaries (black robes) charted maps that would later be used 

by empire in its exploitation of the ‘New World’—that exploitation made possible by indentured 

servants (barkskins). I have borrowed the term “barkskins” from a book of the same name by 

 
280 Anderson, 7; also, Richard S. Sorrell, “The survivance of French Canadians in New England (1865–1930): 
History, geography and demography as destiny,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 4, no. 1 (January 1981): 91. Sorrell 
explains “Survivance, the French Canadian term for such survival, refers to their long-held belief that they have a 
divine mission to preserve their national 'race' and religion against Anglo-Saxon inroads, by insuring the 
continuation and transmission of their native foi (Roman Catholicism), langue, and moeurs (French Canadian 
customs).”   
281 Anderson, 381. 
282 Anderson, 7-8. 
283 Anderson, 6. 
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Annie Proulx.284 I wanted to connect these characters to show the relationship between the 

deforestation and destruction making way for settlement, which ultimately stemmed from the 

charting of early maps.  

Over and over, North American Martyr 

The story does not end here; that is why I have chosen this phrasing to close the song. This line 

covers the various martyrs who sought the same fate as their predecessors, as well as their 

ongoing legacy and echoes that linger far beyond their time. Reflecting back on my own first 

encounter with their legacy, first being in my fifth grade classroom where none of the gory 

details were spared, I realize that my teacher employed this narrative as a justification for the 

brutality of their so-called “mission of ‘Christianizing and civilizing’” Indigenous peoples.285  

Their “material legacy” is still felt in our physical environments, perhaps most visibly in Québec 

where there exists “numerous churches, schools, and streets named for the martyrs and a wealth 

of statues, buildings, and institutions constructed in their honor.”286 The province’s parliamentary 

building even has one of the martyr’s carved into the stone amongst many “other Quebecois 

heroes.”287 

3. Doctrine of Discovery 

3.1 Keywords 

Terra nullius, papal bulls, doctrine of discovery, Sir John A. Macdonald, treaties, land theft, 
settlement, CPR, underlying title, NWMP, statues 

 
284 NPR Staff, “Annie Proulx's Bloody New Novel 'Barkskins' Is About More Than Deforestation,” NPR, June 10, 
2016, https://www.npr.org/2016/06/10/481449357/annie-proulx-s-bloody-new-novel-barkskins-is-about-more-than-
deforestation#:~:text=It's%20called%20Barkskins%2C%20and%20to,wood%2Dcutters%20and%20indentured%20
servants. Proulx’s novel opens with “two young, 17th-century Frenchman working in the forests of New France as 
wood-cutters and indentured servants.” Proulx explains that “barkskins” may simply refer to: “Somebody who has 
skin like bark. People who work in trees would be a natural to be called barkskins. It's not a word that's commonly 
used and I can't find where I heard it or saw it — it's entirely possible that I made it up, I just don't know.”  
285 Emma Anderson, The Death and Afterlife of the North American Martyrs (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2006): 130. 
286 Anderson, 230. 
287 Anderson, 230. 
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3.2 Prompts 

Kirby, Jane. “Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac.” Briarpatch Magazine. May 11, 2015. 
https://briarpatchmagazine.com/articles/view/talkin-back-to-johnny-mac. 

Borrows, John. Law’s Indigenous Ethics. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2019. 

Horne, Gerald. The Dawning of the Apocalypse: The Roots of Slavery, White Supremacy, Settler 
Colonialism, and Capitalism in the Long Sixteenth Century. New York: Monthly Review 
Press, 2020. 

 

 
Figure 4. The head of a statue of Sir John A. 

MacDonald in Montreal, in August 2020. Photograph 
by Graham Hughes/The Canadian Press, August 

2020. Retrieved from 
https://www.macleans.ca/society/burying-sir-john-a-

macdonald/. 

 
Figure 5. March to the Rockies of the North West 
Mounted Police. Painting by Charles W. Jeffreys, 

1950. The Picture Gallery of Canadian History Vol. 
III. Retrieved from https://www.cwjefferys.ca/march-

to-the-rockies-of-the-north-west-mounted-police.

According to ‘the doctrine of discovery,’ sovereignty could be acquired over unoccupied 
territory by discovery. Sovereignty over occupied territory could be acquired only by conquest or 

cession. However, international law deemed North America to be unoccupied, or terra nullius, 
for the purposes of distributing sovereignty. European settlement thus vested sovereignty in 

settling nations despite an indigenous presence. Because North America was treated as vacant, 
neither conquest nor cession was necessary to transfer sovereignty from Aboriginal nations to 

European powers. –Patrick Macklem288 
 

Canadians are the only people in the world who recognize a police force as their proudest 
national symbol. For a hundred years, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police has occupied a 

special place in our history and our imaginations. The story of how they drove out the American 
whiskey peddlers and pacified the West is familiar to every school child. Their frontier exploits 

have been romanticized in decades worth of movies, books, and television shows. […] They 

 
288 Patrick Macklem, Indigenous difference and the constitution of Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2001): 113-114. 
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project just the right mixture of stern rectitude and pleasant helpfulness which Canadians like to 
think we all possess. –Daniel Francis289 

 
3.3 Context 

A turning point in my education on Canadian history was when I learned about the 

doctrine of discovery. It continues to influence my understanding of events in present day 

Canada, particularly related to land claims. I wanted to write a song about the relationship 

between this edict and the actors who have used and abused it.290 Of course, Sir John A. 

Macdonald came to mind. At the time of this song’s writing, there was an ongoing reckoning 

occurring which included a renewed push to remove the Sir John A. Macdonald statue from 

Kingston’s City Park. This is the central focus of another song on this album, Hometown Hero, 

but here I was thinking about Macdonald’s legacy and wanted to delve further into the history 

which has led up to this present moment. Ultimately, this song is about foundational moments in 

the creation of Canada as we know it today—from the racist doctrine of discovery, the formation 

of the North-West Mounted Police, the signing of coercive treaties, the clearing of the plains, the 

building of the railway, to the legacy of Sir John A. Macdonald and his connection to all these 

events. By interrogating the historical narratives and myths surrounding these events, the song 

comes full circle by ending with an appeal to the listener to consider what they believe about 

Canada and its history.  

 

 

 
289 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
29. 
290 Assembly of First Nations, “Dismantling the Doctrine of Discovery,” January 2018, https://sandbox.afn.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2018/02/18-01-22-Dismantling-the-Doctrine-of-Discovery-EN.pdf. According to the Assembly of 
First Nations: “The Supreme Court has taken judicial notice of ‘such matters as colonialism displacement and 
residential schools’, which demonstrate how ‘assumed’ sovereign powers were abused throughout history. The root 
cause of such abuse leads back to the doctrine of discovery and other related fictitious constructs. These legal 
fictions must therefore be addressed.” 
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3.4 Lyrics 

(V1) 
Verdant land, without a soul in sight 
I’ve got an edict that makes it right 
We will use it and abuse it, still 
  
Steel stretching out from sea to sea 
What was promised in that treaty 
We will make them and then break them, still 
  
So now take that land you choose 
And then tell it, yeah, tell it what to do 
  
(Chorus) 
How the west was won 
With our eyes to the sun 
Those Red Coats with their guns 
In the name of our god 
  
(V2) 
Send the poet off to do your bid 
I’ll hold it down back in parliament 
A few pints just to take off the edge 

  
So here I stand now a monument 
Yeah, living proof or a testament 
To a legacy of genocide and theft 
  
So then bring them all down now 
Once on trial there’s no glory to be found 
  
(Chorus) 
How the west was won 
With our eyes to the sun 
Those Red Coats with their guns 
In the name of our god 
To recall what we love  
To survey what we’ve done  
Look alive, here it comes  
Your mythology undone 
  
(Outro) 
Over and over, North American Martyr 
Over and over, North American Martyr

 

3.5 Analysis 

Verdant land, without a soul in sight 
I’ve got an edict that makes it right 
We will use it and abuse it, still 
 
In this song (along with Robber Baron Trilogy) I was consciously in conversation with Gordon 

Lightfoot’s song, Canadian Railroad Trilogy. I have opened my song with the word “verdant” 

because Lightfoot used it to describe Canada in his song.291 Verdant—meaning lush, green, 

flourishing—fit with the view of Canada’s natural resources as ripe for exploitation. Of course, 

Lightfoot—and this narrative in general, which has its basis in the racist doctrine of terra 

 
291 Valerie Magee, “Canadian Railroad Trilogy, 1967 by Gordon Lightfoot,” GordonLightfoot.com, accessed 
January 1, 2022, https://gordonlightfoot.com/songs.shtml. Lightfoot’s lyric is “As to this verdant country they came 
from all around.”  
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nullius292—fails to account for the Indigenous peoples who have been living on this land since 

time immemorial. Patrick Macklem explains how international law supported this theft of lands 

“because European powers viewed Aboriginal nations as insufficiently Christian or civilized to 

justify recognizing them as sovereign over their lands and people.”293 My lyric no soul in sight 

makes reference to this European and Christian supremacy which underpins the doctrine of 

discovery, asserting that “sovereignty could be acquired over unoccupied territory by discovery” 

and therefore, in the eyes of European colonizers, legitimizing their acquisition of these lands.294 

This is the meaning of the next lyric, I’ve got an edict that makes it right—in other words, I am 

interrogating the meaning of what is “right” in the eyes of the law. The way all this is tied into 

Canada’s foundation and our present laws (we will use it and abuse it, still) is perhaps one of the 

most egregious facts that I had never learned in my Canadian history education. Macklem 

summarizes:  

Thus, when the British Parliament passed the Constitution Act, 1867 and further 
distributed internal sovereignty between the federal and provincial governments in the 
new Dominion of Canada, the Crown did not seriously question the legitimacy of its 
assertion of sovereignty over Aboriginal people and Aboriginal lands in Canada.295 
 

Steel stretching out from sea to sea 
What was promised in that treaty 
We will make them and then break them, still 
 

 
292 John Borrows, Law’s Indigenous Ethics (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2019): 19. Borrows explains the 
doctrine of terra nullius as presuming “that no one owned the land prior to European assertion of sovereignty.” He 
goes on to explain, “Crown power can be directly traced to discriminatory assumptions rooted in European 
sovereign assertions when the Crown ‘discovered’ Canada.”  
293 Patrick Macklem, Indigenous difference and the constitution of Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2001): 114.  
294 Macklem, 113.  
295 Macklem, 115.  



 

85 

In the Canadian Railroad Trilogy, Lightfoot sings, “For they looked in the future and what did 

they see / They saw an iron road running from the sea to the sea.” 296 Absent from Lightfoot’s 

narrow depiction of these events is a reference to the way in which the plains had been cleared to 

make way for that “iron road,” by way of “manipulation, starvation, and violence.”297 In Law’s 

Indigenous Ethics, John Borrows explains: 

The post-Confederation numbered treaties were designed to open up the Canadian west 
and northwest to settlement and development. Treaty 8 itself recites that “the said 
Indians have been notified and informed by Her Majesty’s said Commission that it is Her 
desire to open for settlement, immigration, trade, travel, mining, lumbering and such 
other purposes as to Her Majesty may seem meet.”298 
 

While Lightfoot sings that they “Built the mines, mills and the factories for the good of us all,”299 

absent from his lyrics is any mention of the treaty process that made this possible. However, 

these development projects were not truly “for the good of us all”—rather, they were for the 

advancement of capitalism and the settler colonizer state. In Sheldon Krasowski’s book, No 

Surrender: The Land Remains Indigenous, he argues that the Canadian government’s intention 

from the beginning of the negations for the numbered treaties was to deceive the Indigenous 

signatories, especially with respect to sharing the land.300 Still today, many of the agreements 

and commitments made in these treaties have never been fulfilled by Canada. 

 
296 Valerie Magee, “Canadian Railroad Trilogy, 1967 by Gordon Lightfoot,” GordonLightfoot.com, accessed 
January 1, 2022, https://gordonlightfoot.com/songs.shtml. Lightfoot’s lyric is “As to this verdant country they came 
from all around.”  
297 Tyler A. Shipley, Canada in the World: Settler Capitalism and the Colonial Imagination (Halifax: Fernwood 
Publishing, 2020): 45; see also, James Daschuk, Clearing the Plains: Disease, Politics of Starvation, and the Loss of 
Aboriginal Life (Regina: University of Regina Press, 2013). 
298 John Borrows, Law’s Indigenous Ethics (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2019): 63. 
299 Valerie Magee, “Canadian Railroad Trilogy, 1967 by Gordon Lightfoot,” GordonLightfoot.com, accessed 
January 1, 2022, https://gordonlightfoot.com/songs.shtml. Lightfoot’s lyric is “As to this verdant country they came 
from all around.”  
300 Sheldon Krasowski, No Surrender: The Land Remains Indigenous (Regina: University of Regina Press, 2019); 
Gina Starblanket, “The Numbered Treaties and the Politics of Incoherency,” Canadian Journal of Political Science 
52, no. 3 (May 2019): 444. The numbered treaties made between the Crown and First Nations, “negotiated between 
1871 and 1921,” as Starblanket explains, “play a foundational role in the story of Canadian nation-building. Often 
invoked in relation to Canada’s putatively consensual and nonviolent history of settlement and development, treaties 
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So now take that land you choose 
And then tell it, yeah, tell it what to do 
 
The purpose of all this deception and violence was settlement. Tyler Shipley puts forth that 

“[t]he race to settle the west wasn’t simply a matter of abstract nationalism; it was about 

settlement.”301 As Indigenous communities were relegated to reserves, settlers entered the newly 

vacant “last best west.”302 The way European settlers have exploited the land in unsustainable 

ways, reaping the benefits of its ‘natural resources,’ differs starkly from Indigenous relationships 

to the land. For example, Borrows describes Anishnaabe earth teachings (“aki-noomaugawein”) 

as follows: 

In reality, it was the land, along with its plants, insects, birds, animals and fish; climate, 
seasons, and the skies that taught our ancestors what they needed to know about the land 
and themselves in order to live in harmony with it.303 
 

Instead of listening to the land, settlers’ extractivism and desired mastery over it (tell it what to 

do) fits with the mindset I represent throughout this album. 

How the west was won 
With our eyes to the sun 
 
This chorus speaks to the 1874 ‘Great’ March West, which saw hundreds of North-West 

Mounted Police (NWMP) travelling west across the prairies over the course of two months.304 I 

was picturing the NWMP as an imposing determined force bringing ‘civility’ and ‘order’, as is 

so often the narrative surrounding their mythology.305 According to this narrative, Walden 

 
are said to have served the initial political function of extinguishing outstanding Indigenous ‘claims’ to the land, 
authorizing colonial expansion and possession.”  
301 Tyler A. Shipley, Canada in the World: Settler Capitalism and the Colonial Imagination (Halifax: Fernwood 
Publishing, 2020): 40. 
302 Daniel Francis, Selling Canada: Immigrants, Tourists, and the Building of Our Nation (Vancouver: Stanton 
Atkins & Dosil, 2011): 29.  
303 John Borrows, Law’s Indigenous Ethics (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2019): 5. 
304 Edward Butts, “North-West Mounted Police,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, last modified December 6, 2016, 
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/north-west-mounted-police. 
305 For more on this read: Keith Walden, “The Great March of the Mounted Police in Popular Literature, 1873-
1973,” Historical Papers 15, no. 1 (1980): 33-56.  
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describes tongue-in-cheek how the plains were “a stage magnificently set on which an equally 

magnificent and dashing troop could play out its glorious role.”306 With our eyes to the sun 

speaks to the NWMP trekking further west into the setting sun, as well as the way in which 

Canadians have been absorbed by the myth of the Mountie—our vision obscured by tales of 

grandeur and glory.      

Those Red Coats with their guns 
In the name of our god 
 
During my research, I was looking at artwork depicting the events and myths of this period 

around the March West of 1874. One particular piece that stood out to me was Charles M. 

Russell’s painting “Single-Handed,” showing the lone Mountie, rifle-drawn, enforcing the 

‘law.’307 Acknowledging its contribution to the myth of the Mountie, Brian W. Dippie refers to 

Russell’s depiction of the event as being “swallowed up in golden romance; policing the Indians, 

in retrospect, had become a testament to white valor and native admiration for such valor.”308 

The role of the mythic Mounties (red coats) is further described by Francis as being “to make 

sure that a new society replaced the old with as little upset as possible.”309 Due to their supposed 

success in this endeavour, the Mounties have become one of Canada’s “proudest national 

symbol[s].”310 The line in the name of our god could be referring to religious convictions of the 

NWMP, however, I used the word god here to also represent the notion of society or civilization. 

I say this is our god to engage with the way in which, through the myth of the Mountie, some 

Canadians have embraced the lie that these harbingers of civilization brought about a ‘necessary’ 

 
306 Waklden, 34-5. 
307 Brian W. Dippie, “One west, one myth: Transborder continuity in western art,” The American Review of 
Canadian Studies 33, no. 4 (November 2003): 519.  
308 Dippie, 509.  
309 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
30. 
310 Francis, 29. 
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society, justifying any harm caused as unfortunate collateral damage—although this myth is 

eroding.311 

Send the poet off to do your bid 

As is central to my research, I was concerned with the role that artistic representations of 

historical events play in perpetuating or creating myths. Earlier, I discussed the influence of 

music (e.g., Gordon Lightfoot) and artwork depicting the events of this period. Francis also 

discusses the way in which the Mounties “have been romanticized in decades worth of movies, 

books, and television shows.”312 During my research, I was surprised to come across an entire 

anthology of poetry entitled, Tributes to the Scarlet Riders: An Anthology Mountie Poems, 

collected by retired Sergeant Edgar A. Kuhn, chock full of sensationalized and racist accounts of 

‘red coat’ feats.313 This collection received public funding, as many artistic works supporting 

mythologies have, demonstrating the connection between government, arts, and the perpetuation 

of mythology.  

I’ll hold it down back in parliament 

To some historians (see for example Donald Creighton),314 Sir John A. Macdonald is held up as 

the individual who “dreamed [the NWMP] into being.”315 Although he was connected to the 

NWMP, it was from a distance (I’ll hold it down back in parliament). Yet it was Macdonald’s 

 
311 Michael Dawson, “Mountie,” in Symbols of Canada, ed. Michael Dawson, Catherine Gidney, and Donald Wright 
(Toronto: Between the Lines, 2018): 136. Dawson explains: “Because of such adaptability, the mythic Mountie has 
remained a consistently attractive symbol for entrepreneurs and it has retained its allure for tourists—though its 
utility in shielding the actual police force from public criticism appears to be waning.”  
312 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
29. 
313 Edgar A. Kuhn, Tributes to the Scarlet Riders: An Anthology of Mountie Poems (Surrey, BC: Heritage House 
Publishing Company, Ltd, 2003). 
314 Donald G. Creighton, John A. Macdonald: The Young Politician. The Old Chieftain (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1998).  
315 Keith Walden, “The Great March of the Mounted Police in Popular Literature, 1873-1973,” Historical Papers 15, 
no. 1 (1980): 43. 
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“vision which brought the force into being” and, therefore, the establishment of the NWMP was 

inseparable from “the vision which inspired Canada itself.”316 

A few pints just to take off the edge 

Sir John A. Macdonald’s complicated legacy and relationship to alcohol has been subject to 

debate, with some of his admirers choosing to shy away from this aspect of his life. Ged Martin 

explains that Macdonald’s biographers such as Joseph Pope and Donald Creighton “throw little 

light on this central aspect of his life.”317 This glossing over reflects the widely held view that 

alcoholism or addiction is “intrinsically immoral and therefore shameful.”318 From this 

perspective, seriously engaging with this aspect of Macdonald’s life risks detracting from his 

mythic ‘great man’ status. Personally, I do not view alcoholism or addiction as a moral failure 

whatsoever—however, its omission or avoidance in the telling of a glorified narrative of who 

Macdonald was results in an incomplete picture of the realities of this person’s life. 

So here I stand now a monument 
Yeah, living proof or a testament 
To a legacy of genocide and theft 
 
The song now jumps forward to the present with Sir John A. Macdonald existing as a statue (so 

here I stand now a monument). I have attempted in the preceding narrative to illustrate how this 

statue does little to present the fulsome, complex narrative surrounding Macdonald’s life and 

legacy. A legacy of genocide and theft—far from deserving of commemoration.  

So then bring them all down now 
Once on trial there’s no glory to be found 
 

 
316 Walden, 43. 
317 Ged Martin, “John A. Macdonald and the Bottle,” Journal of Canadian Studies 40, no. 3 (Fall 2006): 163. 
318 Julia Skelly, “The politics of drunkenness: John Henry Walker, John A. Macdonald, and Graphic Satire,” 
Canadian Art Review 40, no. 1 (2015): 72. 
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With this line, I am taking a clear stance toward the removal of such statues being both the moral 

and logical endpoint of discussions around the legacy of Macdonald. As new narratives or 

suppressed details emerge (once on trial), I am arguing that we have a responsibility to cease the 

celebration and glorification of figures such as Macdonald. I unpack this discussion further in my 

song, Hometown Hero.  

To recall what we love  
To survey what we’ve done  
Look alive, here it comes  
Your mythology undone 
 
This grouping of lyrics is a unique chorus happening just once toward the end of the song. I 

wanted to embody the idea of addressing information as it emerges by writing a new chorus 

based on the details presented in the preceding verses of this song. Now, I am asking the listener 

to question the myths they might hold dear (to recall what you love) and to consider all the 

details, including horrific ones that may have been omitted (to survey what we’ve done). Today, 

Canadians are in the midst of a period of reckoning with the foundations of our country and the 

key figures involved in its creation. Change is on the horizon (look alive, here it comes) as the 

boarder population of Canada is faced with unsettling realities, previously hidden by historical 

and present-day myths (your mythology undone).  

Over and over, North American Martyr 

I have purposefully brought this lyric forward from the previous song, North American Martyrs, 

to create a through line and show interconnectedness between songs. This is one of many 

instances where I have included motifs that reoccur throughout the album. I am also 

acknowledging here that the danger in perpetuating myths is ever present, as there seems to 
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always be resistance and pushback to change.319 As such, these “martyrs” can continue to live on 

if left unchallenged.   

4. Conquest 

4.1 Keywords 

The Great March West, Staple Thesis, conquest, white supremacy, petro-nationalism, clearing 
the plains, Canada is fake, injunctions 
 

4.2 Prompts 

Carleton, Sean. “Might is not right: A historical perspective on coercion as a colonial strategy.” 
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on-coercion-as-a-colonial-strategy. 
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319 Manisha Krishnan, “130 Prominent Canadians Defend John A. Macdonald’s Racists Legacy In Full-Page Ad,” 
Vice, January 13, 2021, https://www.vice.com/en/article/k7apgn/130-prominent-canadians-defend-john-a-
macdonalds-racist-legacy-in-full-page-ad. 
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Figure 6. First British Flag on North America. Painting by John David Kelly, 1938. Confederation Life Gallery of 

Canadian History, Courtesy of Rogers Cantel Inc., Toronto. Retrieved from 
https://www.historymuseum.ca/cmc/exhibitions/hist/cadeau/caint03e.html. 

A bonanza of new resources awaited capital, and if native people who had always lived amid 
these resources could not be shipped away, they could be—indeed, had to be—detached from 

them. Their labor was useful for a time, but land in the form of fish, forests, and minerals was the 
prize, one not to be cluttered with native-use rights. From the perspective of capital, therefore, 

native people had to be dispossessed of their land. Otherwise, nature could hardly be developed. 
An industrial primary resource economy could hardly function. –Cole Harris320 

 
This history is difficult for some Canadians to accept, especially those who still cling to the 

mythology of the Mounties as red-coated riders who brought “law and order” to the west. In 
reality, the police were invented to serve and protect the interests of capital, settler colonialism, 

and Canadian nation-building. –Sean Carleton321 
 

4.3 Context 

One of the initial sparks for this song was from my desire to unpack the myth of the 

Mountie, “that celebrated individual achievement, mastery over nature, self-sacrifice, duty, 

honour, and heroism.”322 I began to interrogate the role played by the North-West Mounted 

Police (and now the RCMP) within the deeply intertwined relationship between capitalism and 

 
320 Cole Harris, “How did colonialism dispossess? Comments from an edge of empire,” Annals of the Association of 
American Geographers 94, no. 1 (November 2004): 173 
321 Sean Carleton, “Might is not right: A historical perspective on coercion as a colonial strategy,” Canadian 
Dimension, February 21, 2020, https://canadiandimension.com/articles/view/might-is-not-right-a-historical-
perspective-on-coercion-as-a-colonial-strategy. 
322 Michael Dawson, “Mountie,” in Symbols of Canada, ed. Michael Dawson, Catherine Gidney, and Donald Wright 
(Toronto: Between the Lines, 2018): 131. 
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colonialism. Of course, this took me down a rabbit hole of researching this complex and 

insidious relationship, wherein the interests of capital and private corporations who extract 

wealth from Canada are protected above all else. I took great inspiration from a free course that 

was offered by Tyler Shipley during the summer of 2021. This course, as well as Shipley’s book 

Canada in the World: Settler Capitalism and the Colonial Imagination helped me to 

contextualize and make sense of the relationship between capitalism and colonialism within what 

we currently call Canada.  

4.4 Lyrics 

(V1) 
In search of capital 
I’ve come to take it all 
Yeah, I go forth to plant some flags 
Claim some land, until that makes me a man 
 
What beauty can I break? 
What value can I take? 
As stocks deplete, staple moves, hunger grows 
The rot runs deep from what I sow 
  
(Chorus) 
Ready my ships, I am conquest 
Jesus Christ, white boys do your bid 
Conquest to conquest 
Conquest to conquest 
  

(V2) 
North-West Mounted Police 
Cleared the plains for me 
Yeah, “Might is right,” clear as day, you can see 
Now we call the RCMP 
  
Three mining companies 
Live their trench coat dream 
I drink my fill, dispossess, but still need more 
Receive injunctions from the court 
  
(Chorus) 
Ready my ships, I am conquest 
Jesus Christ, white boys do your bid 
Conquest to conquest 
Conquest to conquest

 

4.5 Analysis 

In search of capital 
I’ve come to take it all 
 
This story begins with the compulsive need for the accumulation of wealth and territory which 

underpin the integrated processes of capitalism and colonialism. This notion is one that I 

engaged with frequently during my education and research involving anti-capitalist and anti-

colonial literature. For example, James Morris Blaut theorized, “Colonial enterprise was from the 
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outset a matter of capital accumulation.”323 In other words, the two are inseparable and feed into 

each other. Through this song, I have attempted to personify this colonial-capital relationship as 

a sort of beast with an insatiable appetite. I was also profoundly influenced by Shipley’s work—

especially the following excerpt concerning the relationship between colonialism and capitalism 

in Canada specifically:  

Canada’s colonial project was driven by one fundamental material goal—the destruction 
of Indigenous political economic practices and their displacement by capitalism—and an 
equally important ideological foundation in the claim that Europeans were racially and 
culturally advanced and, thus, that their conquest of the Indigenous Peoples represented 
‘progress.’ The interplay between this economic compulsion and its ideological framing 
has remained integral to the story of Canada.324 
 

Yeah, I go forth to plant some flags 
Claim some land, until that makes me a man 
 
My intention with these lyrics was to conjure up an image of the violent and penetrative act of 

literally driving a stake into the land (plant some flags). This act which seems so trivial and 

purely symbolic is foundational to Canada’s story, as can be seen in the many depictions of early 

explorers (see for example “First British Flag on North America” painted by J.D. Kelly).325 The 

word claim insinuates a sort of tenuous nature (claim some land), which needs to be actively 

defended and legitimized or else risk that claim being refuted. An essential piece of this 

conversation that I wanted to address is the way in which conquest is tied up with white 

masculinity and its characteristic traits. R.W. Connell explains, “Colonial conquest itself was 

mainly carried out by segregated groups of men—soldiers, sailors, traders, administrators, and a 

 
323 James M. Blaut, “Colonialism and the rise of capitalism,” Science & Society 53, no. 3 (1989): 280.  
324 Tyler A. Shipley, Canada in the World: Settler Capitalism and the Colonial Imagination (Halifax: Fernwood 
Publishing, 2020): 1-2. 
325 Canadian Museum of History, “First British Flag on North America by J.D. Kelly, 1938,” accessed January 1, 
2022, https://www.historymuseum.ca/cmc/exhibitions/hist/cadeau/caint03e.html. According to the Canadian 
Museum of History’s website, this painting “depicts [John] Cabot claiming ‘the new founde land’ for King Henry 
VII of England.”  
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good many who were all these by turn.”326  The concentration of men within the “process of 

conquest” thereby generated what Connell refers to as “frontier masculinities,” associated with 

“an unusual level violence and egocentric individualism.”327  Related to these, there was 

prevalent sexual violence against Indigenous women.328 Shipley describes, “In the early days of 

conquest, Indigenous women were targets for colonizers’ sexual gratification.”329 This pervasive 

gendered and racialized violence is at the core of Canada’s foundation and those who have 

carried out the early (and ongoing) conquest.  

What beauty can I break? 
What value can I take? 
 
The destruction of nature (what beauty can I break?) is another element of conquest that I 

wanted to highlight through these lines, as the extraction of ‘natural resources’ was a principal 

goal in the ‘New World.’ This destruction resulted from the fundamental motivating force of 

extensive production and accumulation of wealth (what value can I take?), underpinning 

colonial expansion.330 Writing these lines, I had also been thinking about Karl Marx’s concept of 

“surplus-value,”331 especially in relation to pre-confederation Canada’s growing bourgeoisie.  

As stocks deplete, staple moves, hunger grows 
The rot runs deep from what I sow 
 

 
326 Robert W. Connell, “Globalization, Imperialism, and Masculinities,” in Handbook of Studies on Men and 
Masculinities, ed. Michael Kimmel, Jeff Hearn, and Robert W. Connell (Newbury Park: SAGE Publications, 2004): 
74.  
327 Connell, 74.  
328 Connell, 74; see also, Tyler A. Shipley, Canada in the World: Settler Capitalism and the Colonial Imagination 
(Halifax: Fernwood Publishing, 2020): 81. 
329 Shipley, 81. 
330 For more on this read: James M. Blaut, “Colonialism and the rise of capitalism,” Science & Society 53, no. 3 
(1989): 260-296. 
331 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Development,” Political Concepts: A Critical Lexicon, May 26, 2017, 
https://www.politicalconcepts.org/development-gayatri-chakravorty-spivak/. 
Spivak summarizes ‘surplus-value’ as follows: “[T]he worker advances the capitalist his laborpower and the 
capitalist repays less than he gets out of it; […] laborpower is the only commodity which, when consumed, produces 
value.”  
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When I was attempting to make sense of capitalist expansion and the exploitation of resources, I 

was introduced to the work of economic historian Harold A. Innis—particularly his contribution 

to the Staple Thesis.332 I was preoccupied with the collapse of industries (for example, the fur 

trade, cod fisheries, forestry) and how, following their collapse, capital moves (staple moves) on 

to the next resource, leaving destruction in its wake. By rot, I mean the hollowed-out nature of 

those areas in which industry overexploited resources, leading to their downfall. Despite the 

work of scholars like Innis, along with real world examples, it seems that the state and capital 

remain committed to the unsustainable exploitation of the resources that remain within Canada.  

Ready my ships, I am conquest 
Jesus Christ, white boys do your bid 
Conquest to conquest 
 
Of course, originally, it was tall ships that carried would-be colonizers in search of capital to the 

‘New World.’ On board these vessels—and later horses, wagons, railways, highways—were the 

individuals eager to engage in conquest. While the driving forces behind conquests may have 

differed somewhat from empire to empire, the centrality of Eurocentric domination and white 

supremacy is apparent. In an article aptly titled “Conquest,” Yves Winter explains:  

The idea that conquest is legitimate on the basis of just war, and that war is just on the 
grounds of protecting (i) the freedom to trade, (ii) the freedom to evangelize, and (iii) the 
innocent against barbarism generated the three pillars for the European justification of 
colonialism. Whereas the Spanish and Portuguese tended to justify their imperial 
ventures in terms of evangelization, the English and Dutch adduced commercial and 
economic arguments, and the French explained their conquests as a mission 
civilisatrice.333  
 

North-West Mounted Police 

 
332 Mel Watkins, “Staple Thesis,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, last modified December 16, 2013, 
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/staple-thesis. Watkins defines the Staple Thesis as “a theory 
asserting that the export of natural resources, or staples, from Canada to more advanced economies has a pervasive 
impact on the economy as well as on the social and political systems” developed by “economic historians Harold A. 
Innis and W.A. Mackintosh.”  
333 Yves Winter, “Conquest,” Political Concepts: A Critical Lexicon, Winter 2012, accessed January 1, 2022, 
https://www.politicalconcepts.org/conquest-winter/. 
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Cleared the plains for me 
Yeah, “Might is right,” clear as day, you can see 
Now we call the RCMP 
 
I wanted to move forward in time and clearly link the North-West Mounted Police to the 

conquest of the West, which was at “the heart of Confederation.”334 This was to illustrate the 

ongoing nature of colonial conquest as it relates to Canadian history. Through physical force, 

starvation policies, and manipulative treaties signed under duress, the Canadian state cleared the 

plains, making way for further exploitation and capital accumulation. The line also 

acknowledges the title of James Daschuk’s book Clearing the Plains: Disease, Politics of 

Starvation, and the Loss of Indigenous Life, which provides a disturbing and detailed account of 

these events and the policies that enabled them to occur.335 The phrase might is right is a 

reference to Sean Carleton’s article published in Canadian Dimension, “Might is not right: A 

historical perspective on coercion as a colonial strategy.”336 The article connects recent events 

surrounding the RCMP raid on Wet’suwet’en territory to a lengthy history of colonial 

dispossession and violent suppression of Indigenous resistance.337 Carleton argues that this is 

simply another event in an ongoing history of the state employing police and paramilitary force 

to “clear the way for capitalist accumulation by colonial dispossession.”338 The article clearly 

links the North-West Mounted Police to its current iteration, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police 

 
334 Tyler A. Shipley, Canada in the World: Settler Capitalism and the Colonial Imagination (Halifax: Fernwood 
Publishing, 2020): 38.  
335 “Clearing the Plains: Disease, Politics of Starvation, and the Loss of Indigenous Life,” University of Regina 
Press, accessed January 1, 2022, https://uofrpress.ca/Books/C/Clearing-the-Plains. Daschuk’s book, which I first 
read some years ago, had a profound impact on my understanding of “the roles that Old World diseases, climate, 
and, most disturbingly, Canadian politics—the politics of ethnocide—played in the deaths and subjugation of 
thousands of Indigenous people in the realization of Sir John A. Macdonald’s ‘National Dream.’”  
336 Sean Carleton, “Might is not right: A historical perspective on coercion as a colonial strategy,” Canadian 
Dimension, February 21, 2020, https://canadiandimension.com/articles/view/might-is-not-right-a-historical-
perspective-on-coercion-as-a-colonial-strategy. 
337 Carleton, “Might is not right.” 
338 Carleton, “Might is not right.” 
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(RCMP), and how, despite the name change, its role as a paramilitary force protecting capital 

and dispossessing Indigenous peoples from their lands remains much the same.  

Three mining companies 
Live their trench coat dream 
 
I have made reference to another influential article that arose during the same period of 

heightened scrutiny around the foundation of Canada’s rights (or lack thereof) to the lands it 

seeks to exploit.339 The article entitled “Canada is fake,” written by Alex V. Green, was widely 

shared online, provoking an important conversation and moment of self-reflection for many 

settler Canadians who were bearing witness to the clear, indisputable injustice unfolding before 

their eyes.340 Green closes the article with the following salient excerpt (from which I have 

borrowed the trench coat imagery):  

The logic of resource extraction, led by private companies and enforced by the state, is 
what motivates Canadian policy and justifies Canadian national identity. Canada is three 
mining companies in a trench coat, wearing a stupid hat and carrying a gun. 
Scratch the surface, and that’s all that’s underneath it. Canada is fake. But the 
consequences are real.341 
 

I drink my fill, dispossess, but still need more 
Receive injunctions from the court  
 
At this point in the song, I return to the same imagined colonial-capitalist beast—insatiable and 

greedy as ever. As time has progressed, it employs new avenues of dispossession—in this case, 

 
339 Gord Hill and Sean Carleton, “Remember/Resist/Redraw #23: All Eyes on Wet’suwet’en – Shut Down Canada,” 
Active History, July 17, 2020, https://activehistory.ca/2020/07/remember-resist-redraw-23-all-eyes-on-wetsuweten-
shut-down-canada/. The period to which I am referring is February/March 2020 when the “Shut Down Canada” 
rallies and actions emerged in response to the violent raids by the RCMP on Wet’suwet’en territory. This graphic 
violence which was widely shared online and through social media spurred a great deal of scrutiny toward the state 
and its territorial claims.  
340 Alex V. Green, “Canada is fake,” The Outline, February 19, 2020, https://theoutline.com/post/8686/canada-is-
fake?zd=2&zi=zdhkuo5q. 
341 Green, “Canada is fake.”  
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colonial courts. Cole Harris’s 2004 paper on colonial dispossession helped me unpack the term 

dispossess, in which he explains:  

The management of the dispossession of the colonized of their land rested with a set of 
disciplinary technologies of which maps, numbers, and law were perhaps the most 
important. All these disciplinary technologies were necessary, but law provided a far 
more comprehensive framework than did the others for recalibrating land and life on the 
colonizers’ terms and without reference to indigenous antecedents.342 
 

One particular tool of the colonial courts are injunctions, which Secwépemc leader Arthur 

Manuel refers to as a “legal billy club.”343 In 2019, the Yellowhead Institute published Land 

Back: A Yellowhead Institute Red Paper, including their findings “that 76 percent of injunctions 

filed against First Nations by corporations were granted, while 81 percent of injunctions filed 

against corporations by First Nations were denied.”344 Based on these findings, one can argue 

that the Canadian courts serve the interests of capital above all else. Following this verse, I ended 

the song with the chorus and the final line, Conquest to conquest, to reiterate that, while that 

beast may take on different shapes as time goes on, the same violent tactics of colonialism that 

founded this country are the ones sustaining it.  

5. My Father Told Me To Fight Wars 

5.1 Keywords 

World War One, Vimyism, masculinity, PTSD, imperialism, conscription  

5.2 Prompts 

Francis, Daniel. Selling Canada: Immigrants, Tourists, and the Building of Our Nation. 
Vancouver: Stanton Atkins & Dosil, 2011. 

 
342 Cole Harris, “How did colonialism dispossess? Comments from an edge of empire,” Annals of the Association of 
American Geographers 94, no. 1 (November 2004): 179. 
343 Arthur Manuel and Ronald Derrickson, The Reconciliation Manifesto: Recovering the Land, Rebuilding the 
Economy (Toronto: James Lorimer & Company, Ltd., 2017): 215 
344 Shiri Pasternak, Hayden King, and Riley Yesno, “Land Back: A Yellowhead Institute Red Paper,” Yellowhead 
Institute, (October 2019): 10, https://redpaper.yellowheadinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/red-paper-report-
final.pdf. 
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McKay, Ian, and Jamie Swift. The Vimy Trap: Or, How We Learned to Stop Worrying and Love 
the Great War. Toronto: Between the Lines, 2016. 

Shipley, Tyler. A. Canada in the World: Settler Capitalism and the Colonial Imagination. 
Halifax: Fernwood Publishing, 2020. 

Bryan, Alfred [Lyricist], and Al Piantadosi [Composer]. “I Didn't Raise My Boy to Be a 
Soldier.” Published 1915. https://digitalcommons.conncoll.edu/sheetmusic/1642/.  

 
Figure 7. For What? Painting by Fredrick H. Varley, 1918-1919. Beaverbrook Collection of War Art, Canadian War 

Museum, 19710261-0770. Retrieved from https://150ans150oeuvres.uqam.ca/en/artwork/1918-for-what-by-
frederick-h-varley/#description.  

The actual battle, as experienced by the soldiers who fought in it, carried none of the romance 
later attributed to it. Its selection as a moment of ‘birth’ for Canada was arbitrary, reflecting 
only the interests of those who wished to forge Canadian nationalism around the fires of war. 
The idea that Vimy illustrated Canadians’ unique capacity for warfare is ludicrous, given the 

context of the chaotic and mechanized form that this war took. And even if Canadians did 
possess an exceptional aptitude for mass killing, choosing to make that the centre of a national 

project says a lot about the architects of that project. –Tyler Shipley345 
 

5.3 Context 

Like many other Canadians, I grew up hearing on each Remembrance Day that Canada 

was born on the battlefield at Vimy Ridge, and that the brave and honourable sacrifice of all 

those young men was a necessary one. We would stand at attention as The Last Post played 

 
345 Tyler. A. Shipley, Canada in the World: Settler Capitalism and the Colonial Imagination (Halifax: Fernwood 
Publishing, 2020): 123-4. 
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following a solemn moment of silent reflection. In the course of researching for this song and 

speaking with family, I learned that two of my great-grandfathers fought in the first world war. 

Earl T. O’Malley was drafted into the US army and served in France with the US Forestry 

Engineers (see photo of his draft card in Appendix C). I do not know much about his opinions on 

the war, but what I do know is that he spent the rest of his life seeking quiet in the woods as a 

lumberman. My other great-grandfather, John Condron Hemer, served in the 44th Wing of the 

Royal Air Force. After the war, he became an electrician in Vancouver, B.C.—unfortunately, 

that is the extent of my knowledge about him. While combing through old war records,346 I tried 

to understand what the lives of my great-grandfathers and their peers would have been like 

during this period. Both of my great-grandfathers were married soon after they returned from the 

war, which made me wonder if they perhaps gained a sense of urgency to live their lives. These 

two men were constantly in my thoughts as I engaged with literature and media to inform this 

song.  

In particular, Ian McKay and Jamie Swift’s (2016) The Vimy Trap: Or, How We Learned 

to Stop Worrying and Love the Great War had the most profound influence on the way in which 

I went about telling the story of this song. I wanted to humanize the characters while providing a 

realistic depiction of the imperialist devastation that they were thrust into. Most importantly, I 

wanted this song to be firmly anti-war in its stance. Several songs relating to World War One 

inspired me during my writing process, including On Battleship Hill by PJ Harvey, Some 

Mother’s Son by The Kinks, and the Band Played Waltzing Matilda by the Pogues. Additionally, 

several films helped me visualize certain events, including They Shall Not Grow Old (2018), All 

 
346 For example, I was able to find draft papers for Earl T. O’Malley online through “Ancestry.ca” and enlistment 
details for John Condron Hemer through “Lives of the First World War” (see: Imperial War Museums, “John 
Condron Hemer,” Lives of the First World War, accessed January 1, 2022, 
https://livesofthefirstworldwar.iwm.org.uk/lifestory/6691822.) 
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Quiet on the Western Front (1979), The Trench (1999), 1917 (2019), Passchendaele (2008), 

Paths of Glory (1957), and Journey’s End (2017). I was equally moved and inspired by the work 

of poet Wilfred Owen, particularly “Anthem for Doomed Youth” and “Dulce et Decorum est.”  

I spent so much time engaging with these materials that they took over my thoughts and 

dreams—according to my partner, I woke her up one night shouting about war in my sleep. I 

cannot begin to understand the experience of those who lived through World War One, including 

my great-grandfathers, but I am deeply disturbed by everything that I learned about this war. 

Perhaps most disturbing of all is the way in which propagandists have attempted to rewrite the 

narrative to serve their goals.  

5.4 Lyrics 

(V1) 
My father told me to fight wars 
So I went and got a gun 
They told me killing could be easy 
An adventure would be fun 
  
(Chorus) 
Yeah, no, I don’t wanna die in some foreign 
field 
Another king in his castle, imperialist 
I scream like hell, “How’d it come to this?” 
Yeah, no, I don’t wanna die in some foreign 
field 
  
(V2) 
I shot “some other mother’s darling boy” 
Yeah I just watched him as he bled 
There’s something not quite right inside my 
head 

I heard the generals die in bed 
  
(Chorus) 
Yeah, no, I don’t wanna die in some foreign 
field 
Another king in his castle, imperialist 
I scream like hell, “How’d it come to this?” 
Yeah, no, I don’t wanna die in some foreign 
field 
  
(Outro) x4 
I ship off to fight your evil 
Hold that line, my hands they tremble 
I just wanna live, don’t wanna die, don’t wanna 
fight 
  
(End) 
Collectivized in death upon the ground 
Yeah, there’s no glory to be found

 

5.5 Analysis 

My father told me to fight wars 
So I went and got a gun 
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The father could represent either a nation or an actual father urging his son to take up the fight, 

making reference to pro-war sentiment and propaganda during World War One. I was concerned 

with how masculinity was employed as a tool to manipulate young men into joining the war. 

Shipley discusses the way in which “the Imperial culture of the time” contributed to a “vision of 

war wherein it liberates true manhood from the shackles of everyday life,” and so many of the 

stories we are told about the war are ones of “chivalry and gallantry.”347 This masculine hero 

trope still permeates many of the narratives we are presented surrounding war. A while back, I 

had heard Metallica’s song One, which they based on a piece of anti-war literature called Johnny 

Got His Gun (1938) by Dalton Trumbo. Further research led me to the origin of the popular 

American pro-war phrase “Johnny get your gun,” which George M. Cohan wrote in his 1917 

song Over There.348 As Elsa Machado and Anthony Barker explain, “the song was used as a 

rallying cry to encourage young American men to fight for their country and became a well-

known propaganda ploy during the mid-years of the First World War.”349 It made me think about 

my great-grandfather, Earl T. O’Malley, who had been drafted into the US Army during World 

War One, along with his younger brother who enlisted soon after. I wondered whether they had 

heard songs such as this and what sort of conversations occurred in the time before they went 

overseas.  

They told me killing could be easy 
An adventure would be fun 
 

 
347 Tyler A. Shipley, Canada in the World: Settler Capitalism and the Colonial Imagination (Halifax: Fernwood 
Publishing, 2020): 124.  
348 Elsa Machado and Anthony Barker, “Of Body and Mind, of Matter and Spirit: War and Melancholia in Dalton 
Trumbo’s Johnny Got His Gun (1938 and 1971),” in Personal Narratives, Peripheral Theatres: Essays on the Great 
War (1914-18), ed. Anthony Barker, Maria Eugénia Pereira, Maria Teresa Cortex, Paulo Alexandre Pereira, and 
Otíla Martins (Cham: Springer, 2018): 154.  
349 Machado and Barker, 154. 
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I spent a great deal of time studying the propaganda that occurred during the World War One 

period attempting to sell young men on the idea of war being a noble act. I read Daniel Francis’s 

Selling Canada: Immigrants, Tourists, and the Building of Our Nation, particularly chapter two 

entitled “Your Country Needs You: Selling the Great War to Canadians” while writing this song. 

Francis describes how propaganda posters effectively manipulated public opinion, arguing that 

“one of the saddest things about the Great War in all its slaughter is the enthusiastic clamour 

with which it started.”350 I was disturbed by the idea that, in many cases, recruitment targeted 

impressionable young men (younger than I am now) with the promise of adventure, only to meet 

a shockingly different reality upon entering the battlefield.  

Yeah, no, I don’t wanna die in some foreign field 

In the flow of this song’s narrative, the first verse reflects a pre-war emotion, whereas this line 

marks an emotional turn in which reality sets in. This is what I imagine that a soldier might feel 

being so far from home, stripped down to the base emotion of life-or-death.  

Another king in his castle, imperialist 
I scream like hell, “How’d it come to this?” 
 
It became increasingly clear during my research that this was an imperialist squabble at its core, 

through which a generation of young people were sacrificed by leaders from the safety of their 

homes (king in his castle). In McKay and Swift’s book, historian J.L. Granatstein is quoted as 

describing the Great War as “a battle of rival imperialisms,” which I feel sums it up well.351 

Following the war, political consciousness had been growing and “a powerful current of critical 

remembrance arose—as Canadians en masse, veterans foremost among them, came to question 

 
350 Daniel Francis, Selling Canada: Immigrants, Tourists, and the Building of Our Nation (Vancouver: Stanton 
Atkins & Dosil, 2011): 70. 
351 Ian McKay and Jamie Swift, The Vimy Trap: Or, How We Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Great War 
(Toronto: Between the Lines, 2016): 33. 
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both the purposes and the conduct of the war.”352 A particular passage in this text affected me 

deeply and in part informed my lyrics. It is a comment from an unnamed respondent to the city 

of Kingston’s proposed “Valour District,” which was meant to commemorate local veterans and 

those who had died in service. The respondent wrote: “My grandfather was sacrificed to 

imperialism in the Great War. (He did not make a sacrifice.) He was gassed and wounded on the 

Western Front and committed suicide in 1931, a late casualty of the war. My father served in 

Holland in 1944-45 and taught me that ‘valour’ is a lie, used to justify sacrifice of young men for 

wealthier, more powerful men’s interests.”353 

I shot “some other mother’s darling boy” 

My lyric is a reference to a popular World War One-era anti-war tune I Didn't Raise My Boy to 

Be a Soldier, with lyrics by Alfred Bryan and music by Al Piantadosi (I have borrowed from 

their lyric “To shoot some other mother's darling boy?”).354 I came across this song in Francis’s 

Selling Canada: Immigrants, Tourists, and the Building of Our Nation.355 

Yeah I just watched him as he bled 
There’s something not quite right inside my head 
 
I was thinking about the close quarters in which young soldiers were fighting and killing one 

another—the moment in which a soldier meets the eyes of another young person, their so-called 

enemy, who might have otherwise been their peer—put into the unthinkable situation of taking a 

life. At the time of World War One, there was much less understood about post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD)—then referred to as “shell shock” among the medical and broader community. 

 
352 McKay and Swift, 17. 
353 McKay and Swift, 16. 
354 Alfred Bryan, lyricist, and Al Piantadosi, composer, “I Didn't Raise My Boy to Be a Soldier,” published 1915, 
https://digitalcommons.conncoll.edu/sheetmusic/1642/.  
355 Daniel Francis, Selling Canada: Immigrants, Tourists, and the Building of Our Nation (Vancouver: Stanton 
Atkins & Dosil, 2011): 95. 
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356 In spite of the huge number of soldiers who suffered with PTSD due to their wartime 

experiences, the lack of understanding around psychological trauma meant that many were 

accused of “cowardice” or “moral failings” and most never received the help they needed.357 

I heard the generals die in bed 

This lyric references Charles Yale Harrison’s (1928) novella, Generals Die in Bed, which 

McKay and Swift refer to as being “widely regarded as the Canadian All Quiet on the Western 

Front.” 358 As a sobering account of the atrocities and horrors of World War One, Harrison sheds 

light on how young soldiers like himself were made to suffer by the generals who moved them 

like chess pieces safely from a distance. 

I ship off to fight your evil 
Hold that line, my hands they tremble 
I just wanna live, don’t wanna die, don’t wanna fight 
 
I was thinking about the journey that soldiers took overseas and had recently come across a 

record of the naval passage that my own great-grandfather had taken. The phrase your evil is 

meant to reflect that these soldiers are going off to fight an evil that has been built up by state 

propaganda efforts that aimed to “demonize the enemy.”359 Once on the battlefield, I envision the 

sheer terror that these soldiers must have felt as they held that line and anticipated what was to 

come. In that moment, the flood of emotions and thoughts must have been entirely 

 
356 Ian McKay and Jamie Swift, The Vimy Trap: Or, How We Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Great War 
(Toronto: Between the Lines, 2016): 237. 
357 Benjamin Russell Butterworth, “What World War I taught us about PTSD,” The Conversation, November 8, 
2019, https://theconversation.com/what-world-war-i-taught-us-about-ptsd-
105613#:~:text=Psychological%20trauma%20experienced%20during%20the,when%20reminded%20of%20their%2
0trauma. 
358 Ian McKay and Jamie Swift, The Vimy Trap: Or, How We Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Great War 
(Toronto: Between the Lines, 2016): 71. 
359 Daniel Francis, Selling Canada: Immigrants, Tourists, and the Building of Our Nation (Vancouver: Stanton 
Atkins & Dosil, 2011): 87. 
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overwhelming as they faced the stark realization that they may not survive. I repeat this line four 

times in growing intensity as a sort of mantra that was perhaps running through a person’s mind.  

Collectivized in death upon the ground 
Yeah, there’s no glory to be found 
 
The phrase collectivized in death is borrowed from the description that McKay and Swift offer 

of Canadian artist Fred Varley’s graphic war painting, “For What?”, stating: “The muddy ground 

is saturated with blood, the cart laden with the dead, the corpses indistinct and collectivized in 

death.”360 Regardless of which side they were fighting for, these young people are now as one in 

death. As this song comes to a close and the listener makes their own conclusion, I wanted to 

leave them with the final thought that there’s no glory to be found in this war, despite what 

propagandists and mythmakers might attempt to argue. Indeed, for what? 

6. Family Tree  

6.1 Keywords 

BC forestry, company towns, boom/bust, masculinity, alcoholism, legacy, War in the Woods, 
environmental destruction, deforestation 
 

6.2 Prompts 

Salazar, Debra J., and Donald K. Alper. Sustaining the Forests of the Pacific Coast: Forging 
Truces in the War in the Woods. Vancouver: UBC Press, 2000. 

Patterson, T.W., and Garnet Basque. Ghost Towns and Mining Camps of Vancouver Island. 
Victoria: Heritage House Publishing Co, 2006. 

Perry, Adele. On the Edge of Empire: Gender, Race, and the Making of British Columbia, 1849-
1871. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001. 

Radforth, Ian. Bush Workers and Bosses Logging in Northern Ontario 1900–1980. Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1987. 

 
360 Ian McKay and Jamie Swift, The Vimy Trap: Or, How We Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Great War 
(Toronto: Between the Lines, 2016): 3. 
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Ramsey, Bruce. Rain People: The Story of Ocean Falls, British Columbia. Ocean Falls: Ocean 
Falls Centennial '71 Committee, 1971. 

Swift, Jamie. Cut and Run: The Assault on Canada's Forests. Toronto: Between the Lines, 1983.  

Vaillant, John. The Golden Spruce: A True Story of Myth, Madness and Greed. Toronto: Vintage 
Canada, 2006. 

 
Figure 8. Len Whalen. Photograph by Unknown. 

Accessed January 1, 2022. Retrieved from 
https://rangitangs.com/.  

 
Figure 9. Dreaming. Drawing by Len Whalen. 
Accessed January 1, 2022. Retrieved from 
https://rangitangs.com/.

 

6.3 Context 

Growing up in Vancouver, there was a painting of a tugboat hanging in my room which 

had been done on a piece of crude particle board. My parents explained to me that it had been 

painted by my great-great uncle, Len Whalen. They did not tell me much about him beyond his 

role in the lumber industry in British Columbia. I conjured up images of who this person might 

be and what that said about my family’s role within the industrial development of British 

Columbia. Many years later, a friend gave me a book called The Golden Spruce by John 

Vaillant, and I took particular interest in the historical overview he provides of British 

Columbia’s lumber industry—prompting me to revisit my own family’s connection and history 



 

109 

to all this. From that point, I began to compose a song that attempted to investigate this history 

and my own family lore related to it. This was one of the first songs to take shape within this 

project and came to me relatively quickly. It helped me to envision what the entire album could 

perhaps look like.  

In researching my great-great uncle Len, I came to understand that he had a folk hero 

status as a result of his artwork depicting life in lumber camps.361 I have included two image 

prompts here that I found particularly striking and became sources of inspiration for this song: 

the first my great-great uncle Len Whalen working at a summer logging camp in 1928 as a 

teenager (see Figure 8), and the second is a comic he drew much later in life perhaps drawing 

attention to the disappearing old growth forests in what we now call British Columbia (see 

Figure 9).  

6.4 Lyrics 

(V1) 
Come with me, maybe then you will see 
All that’s, left of legacy 
As timber tumbles into Salish Sea 
Twelve steps forward, two steps back 
I was, half as tall as the other men 
I was, dropping trees in that summer breeze 
Clear cut, 1917 
  
(Interlude) 
  
(V2) 
I heard fortunes call, over in Ocean Falls 
They said, “The gettin’s good, but it won’t last” 
“That was then, the past is passed” 

I heard conscience found, over in Clayoquot 
Sound 
You know the War in the Woods is kicking off 
Someday soon it’s gotta stop 
  
(Bridge) 
And all my fortunes fold, they're all empty 
And the forest floors by fall, they’re all empty 
Cause the past never passed, we cannot outlast 
What will, become empty 
It’s all empty 
  
(End) 
Keep falling, they keep falling 
Keep falling, they keep falling 
Keep falling, they keep falling 

 

6.5 Analysis 

Come with me, maybe then you will see 
All that’s left of legacy 

 
361 “The Rangitangs,” accessed January 1, 2022, https://rangitangs.com/.  



 

110 

As timber tumbles into Salish Sea 
 
I wanted to begin this song like you might tell a story, perhaps conjuring up an image of a family 

member telling you a story about your family history. In the context of my own family story, I 

am learning about a legacy that involved destruction and deforestation in the name of profit. 

Where I fall within this legacy is as both a beneficiary and a witness to what is left of the 

destruction of forests—according to a recent study conducted by B.C. ecologists Karen Price, 

Rachel F. Holt, and Dave Daust:  

Sites with the potential to grow very large trees cover less than 3% of the province. Old 
forests on these sites have dwindled considerably due to intense harvest so that only 2.7% 
of this 3% is currently old (see pie chart). These ecosystems are effectively the white 
rhino of old growth forests. They are almost extinguished and will not recover from 
logging.362 
 

I have used the Salish Sea to situate the song geographically and acknowledge the region in 

which my family participated in logging and establishing pulp and paper mills.363  

Twelve steps forward, two steps back 
I was half as tall as the other men 
 
Alcoholism was prevalent among loggers, and this extended to a few of my own lumbermen-

ancestors, according to the stories I have been told.364 Twelve steps is in reference to the 

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) twelve-step program and a story my father told me about a family 

member making amends. Half as tall as the other men is a reference to the physical stature of 

some of my lumbermen-ancestors (family photos revealed they were relatively short). It also 

alludes to the gender dynamics within this industry, which Adele Perry goes into detail about in 

 
362 Karen Price, Rachel F. Holt, and Dave Daust, “BC’s Old Growth Forest: A Last Stand for Biodiversity,” 
Veridian Ecological Consulting (April 2020): 6, https://veridianecological.files.wordpress.com/2020/05/bcs-old-
growth-forest-report-web.pdf.  
363 Georgia Strait Alliance, “The Salish Sea,” accessed January 1, 2022, https://georgiastrait.org/issues/about-the-
strait-2/the-salish-sea//. The Salish Sea encompasses the Straits of Georgia, Juan de Fuca, and Puget Sound and is 
the region that has been home to the Coast Salish peoples since time immemorial.  
364 For more on this read: Peter H. Harrison, “Life in a logging camp,” BC Studies 54 (Summer 1982): 88-104.  
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her book, On the Edge of Empire: Gender, Race, and the Making of British Columbia, 1849-

1871). Perry argues, “Gender was key to colonialism in British Columbia just as it was to the 

imperial world,” and a distinctive “rough homosocial culture flourished in the colony’s 

backwoods.”365 I considered these dynamics when I was imagining my own ancestors’ time 

spent in remote logging camps.  

I was dropping trees in that summer breeze 
Clear cut, 1917 
 
These lines aim to juxtapose experiences of two of my ancestors participating in deforestation 

during this time, yet in very different locales. The first, Earl T. O’Malley, was serving in France 

during World War One in the US Army as a part of the 10th Forestry Engineers. He had been 

drafted while working at a lumber yard and would spend his time during the war providing 

timber for the war effort. The other, Bill-Bill Whalen, would spend this time in British Columbia 

building his short-lived pulp and paper company. Following the war, Earl would go on to marry 

Bill-Bill’s daughter, Patricia (my great-grandmother), connecting these two families who were 

distinctly involved in forestry.  

I heard fortunes call, over in Ocean Falls 
They said, “The getting’s good, but it won’t last” 
“That was then, the past is passed” 
 
Perhaps one of the most prominent examples of how industry created company towns is through 

the community of Ocean Falls, British Columbia, where my great-uncle Len spent part of his 

career. While the early 1900s saw Ocean Falls as a booming pulp-and-paper mill town, today it 

is a ghost town following the mill’s closure in the 1980s which left residents forced to look for 

 
365 Adele Perry, On the Edge of Empire: Gender, Race, and the Making of British Columbia, 1849-1871 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2001): 195-7. 
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work elsewhere.366 This example speaks to the unsustainability of this destructive albeit 

momentarily lucrative industry.  

I heard conscience found, over in Clayoquot Sound 
You know, the war in the woods is kicking off 
Someday soon it’s gotta stop 
 
Clayoquot Sound, British Columbia was the site of “the most prominent mass actions” which 

took place “during the summer of 1993, when hundreds of citizens were arrested at blockades for 

attempting to stop logging.”367 This period of heightened actions taken in the name of preventing 

further deforestation by the lumber industry has been referred to as “the war in the woods.”368 

This phrase continues to be used, for example, in light of recent and ongoing actions at the Fairy 

Creek blockade.369 The line someday soon it’s gotta stop speaks to the fact that three decades 

after the actions at Clayoquot Sound, this same fight is still ongoing.   

And all my fortunes fold, they're all empty 
And the forest floors by fall, they’re all empty 
 
This is about my family but also more broadly about these company towns in which the residents 

went from living large to having nothing due to the boom/bust cyclical nature of resource 

extraction. While they were wealthy for a short period, my ancestors inevitably lost what they 

had accumulated through the exploitation and destruction of ecosystems. I did not know much 

about this aspect of my family history before I went looking for answers for this project. I can 

only assume that this was perhaps because my relatives felt embarrassed by the fact that they had 

 
366 Matthew McFarlene, “Not dead yet: The wet beauty of Ocean Falls, B.C.,” CBC News, June 16, 2019, 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/ocean-falls-government-25-people-town-british-columbia-
canada-remote-1.5177001, 
367 Debra J. Salazar and Donald K. Alper, Sustaining the Forests of the Pacific Coast: Forging Truces in the War in 
the Woods (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2000): 12. 
368 Salazar and Alper, 210. 
369 Roshini Nair, “How B.C.'s newest war in the woods shows the complex web of environmental politics,” CBC 
News, September 2, 2021, https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/fairy-creek-blockade-election-
1.6161196. 
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lost this fortune. As I was filling in the blanks of this story, I was struck by the number of 

financial risks that the people involved were willing to take for the sake of accumulating wealth, 

and that this greed is what resulted in the dissolution of that wealth.  

Cause the past never passed, we cannot outlast 
What will, become empty 
It’s all empty 
Keep falling, they keep falling 
 
The past never passed calls back to the earlier line in the song, the past is passed, emphasizing 

that the exploitation that occurred back then is not finished, but has continued on, rippling into 

the present. The consequences of the greed at the core of this industry are ever-present as British 

Columbia reckons with the reality of dwindling old growth forests. Even faced with this reality, 

the insatiable appetite of this industry is never satisfied and so they keep falling. 

7. Hometown Hero 

7.1 Keywords 

Kingston, commemoration, statues, Fort Henry, Sir John A. Macdonald, tourism, Orange Order, 
nationalism 
 

7.2 Prompts 

Kirby, Jane. “Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac.” Briarpatch Magazine. May 11, 2015. 
https://briarpatchmagazine.com/articles/view/talkin-back-to-johnny-mac. 

Morgan, Cecilia. Commemorating Canada: History, Heritage, and Memory 1850s-1990s. 
Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016. 
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Figure 10. Numbered hearts are placed on the steps of the Sir John A. MacDonald statue in Kingston, Ont., on May 
31. The hearts represent the discovery of what are believed to be the unmarked burial sites of children's remains on 

the grounds of a former residential school in Kamloops. Photograph by Lars Hagberg/The Canadian Press, May 
2021. CBC News. Retrieved from https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ottawa/kingston-statue-john-a-macdonald-move-

cemetery-1.6068857. 

Indeed, in many ways the issue of commemoration of John A. Macdonald is symbolic of a much 
larger issue: collective remembering in Canada […] has failed to come to terms with the 

centrality of genocide, of racism, and of their ongoing effects in the process of making people 
and things Canadian. –Timothy J. Stanley370 

 
7.3 Context 

My initial idea for this song came about as I was reflecting on the city which I now call 

home, Kingston, Ontario, and its relationship to a disturbing colonial history that is ongoing. In 

particular, I was contemplating the way in which Kingston’s tourism industry is deeply entwined 

with its colonial past and present. My earliest introduction to this occurred during my undergrad 

around 2015 when a performance series, Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac, curated by Erin 

Sutherland took place in the city to counter-memorialize the 200th birthday of Sir John A. 

Macdonald.371 This was a pivotal moment in my understanding of commemoration, artistic 

 
370 Timothy J. Stanley, “Commemorating John A. Macdonald: Collective Remembering and the Structure of Settler 
Colonialism,” BC Studies 204, (Winter 2019/2020): 112. 
371 Jane Kirby, “Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac,” Briarpatch Magazine, May 11, 2015, 
https://briarpatchmagazine.com/articles/view/talkin-back-to-johnny-mac. 
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intervention, and the power of art as a “political tool.”372 At the same time, The Gertrudes, a 

Kingston music collective, released “Of One Almighty Nation,” a song and music video in 

partnership with poet Sadiqa Khan and Métis filmmaker Amanda Strong.373 This was an example 

of the role that music could play in prompting reflection and discussion in a medium that is

perhaps more widely accessible. These events would stick with me as I continued on my learning 

journey and have undoubtedly informed the current project I have undertaken.  

Living in the place I was writing about allowed me to approach song writing in a very 

real, immersive way, as the themes, events, and characters I was tackling were imbued in my 

surroundings and presented themselves to me as I walked around the city. Since the beginning of 

this project, I decided to survey the tourism landscape firsthand, and so my partner and I went on 

a number of Kingston tours and attractions, including the trolley tour (both the “regular” and 

“haunted” versions), the haunted walk, and the Kingston penitentiary tour. The haunted tours 

would directly inspire the ghostly vocals found in the intro and post-chorus of my song. We also 

visited and photographed memorials and commemorative plaques, with a lot of our time spent at 

the nearby City Park. This all served as inspiration for my song and helped me to better 

understand what events and characters the city values. After taking it all in, my partner and I 

would have lengthy discussions reflecting on the ways in which narratives were presented to 

us.    

Given its proximity to our home, I found myself walking through City Park nearly every 

day humming a melody and thinking up lyrics for this song. I wanted to connect tourism, 

nationalism, and the reckoning that I hope will continue within the city of Kingston. I began 

 
372 Kirby, “Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac.”  
373 Kirby, “Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac.” 
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writing this song before the statue of Sir John A. Macdonald in City Park was brought down, 

reflecting on my early impressions after moving here. The line about the “fascist town crier” is 

both a nod to Willie Dunn’s “I Pity the Country” and a reflection on one of my earliest 

experiences in Kingston. 

7.4 Lyrics 
(V1) 
Hometown hero on display 
In the City Park where our children play 
One great nation did he make? 
Got to write a myth to commemorate 
  
(Chorus) 
Sky will break but will you feel that pain? 
Yeah, apologists all learn to love a name 
“That blames not mine” they sing in sweet 
refrain 
From that haunted hill to your lonesome 
northern grave 
  
(V2) 
Orange in Order, fuel that fire 

Would ya look at that fascist town crier 
Trap that tourist, wave that flag 
From the eastern shore of a greater lake 
Yeah the summer’s lovely, what a great escape 
  
(Chorus) 
Sky will break but will you feel that pain? 
Yeah, apologists all learn to love a name 
“That blames not mine” they sing in sweet 
refrain 
From that haunted hill to your lonesome 
northern grave 
  
(Outro) 
Old Tomorrow's gone today 
From the City Park to a northern grave 

 
 

7.5 Analysis 

Hometown hero on display 

I wanted the song to start where my own journey began: at the site of the Sir John A. Macdonald 

statue in city park. For some time, this was the only lyric I had, along with the melody for the 

song. I use the phrase hometown hero to represent Macdonald given the visibility of the hero 

worship surrounding him that I observed upon moving to Kingston. It prompted me to question 

why so many are willing to celebrate a figure from their hometown without critical reflection. 

In the City Park where our children play 
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I was disturbed by the sight of this statue of a person who was directly responsible for the deaths 

and suffering of so many children in such close proximity to the playground in City Park.374 I 

was thinking about education and the ways in which these figures are glorified (quite literally put 

on pedestals) and presented to us throughout our lives beginning at such a young age. I was also 

reading Cecilia Morgan’s Commemorating Canada: History, Heritage, and Memory 1850s-

1990s. At the same time, I became a new uncle and felt myself becoming increasingly concerned 

with the narratives that the next generation, including my own nephew, would be imbued with.  

One great nation did he make? 

So often when I find myself discussing my research with people, they tend to express how Sir 

John A. Macdonald might have done some bad things, but the end result was the making of ‘our 

great nation’—in other words, the ends justify the means. The idea that prompted this line was 

that an important way to change a narrative is to challenge it. I drew inspiration here from the 

counter-memorial actions of Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac.375 

Got to write a myth to commemorate 

I wrote this lyric tongue-in-cheek, pointing out that much of the commemoration of Sir John A. 

Macdonald is based on a careful retelling of history which requires omissions. Morgan’s work 

was present in my mind and in particular her argument about the ways “in which Canadians have 

attempted to craft historical narratives.”376 In the city of Kingston, the dominant historical 

narrative surrounding who Sir John A. Macdonald was as a person is often flattering. This 

flattening of history does an injustice as legacies are complex. This complex legacy was at the 

 
374 For more on this discussion see: Timothy J. Stanley, “Commemorating John A. Macdonald: Collective 
Remembering and the Structure of Settler Colonialism,” BC Studies 204, (Winter 2019/2020): 89-113. 
375 Jane Kirby, “Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac,” Briarpatch Magazine, May 11, 2015, 
https://briarpatchmagazine.com/articles/view/talkin-back-to-johnny-mac. 
376 Cecilia Morgan, Commemorating Canada: History, Heritage, and Memory 1850s-1990s (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2016): 13. 
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centre of several articles published in 2015 in Active History, which served as an early 

introduction for me to this conversation, and which I found myself revisiting while working on 

this song.377 

Sky will break but will you feel that pain? 

This is about the emergence of counter-narratives and knowledge in due time, but recognizing 

that in spite of this, some will continue to cling to their own beliefs and “preferred” narratives. 

While engaging with Timothy J. Stanley’s article on commemorating Sir John A. Macdonald, I 

was taken by the analogy of taking down statues as “rips” in the “wallpaper of dominance.”378 I 

tried to mirror this language with the metaphor of a sky breaking, allowing space for knowledge 

to emerge. However, as Stanley notes, there will be continued attempts by defenders to cover up 

these holes (i.e., maintain their preferred narratives).379 

Yeah, apologists all learn to love a name 
“That blames not mine” they sing in sweet refrain 
 
During my time at Queen’s and in Kingston, every introduction of a counter-narrative was met 

with vocal opposition. This sentiment is perhaps most obvious in the myriad articles published in 

the National Post defending the legacy of Sir John A. Macdonald.380 Something of note in these 

articles is the way in which their authors appear to take these accusations against Macdonald 

 
377 Thomas Peace, “Old Chieftain or Old Charlatan? Assessing Sir John’s Complex Legacy through Political 
Cartoons,” Active History, January 6, 2015, http://activehistory.ca/2015/01/old-chieftain-or-old-charlatan-assessing-
sir-johns-complex-legacy-through-political-cartoons/. 
378 Timothy J. Stanley, “Commemorating John A. Macdonald: Collective Remembering and the Structure of Settler 
Colonialism,” BC Studies 204, (Winter 2019/2020): 90. 
379 Stanley, 90. 
380 See for example: Bruce Pardy, “Bruce Pardy: In universities, the revolution is now complete,” National Post, 
October 14, 2020, https://nationalpost.com/opinion/bruce-pardy-in-universities-the-revolution-is-now-complete; 
Brian Platt, “Times are tough for Sir John A. Macdonald impersonator,” National Post, September 2, 2020, 
https://nationalpost.com/news/politics/for-this-sir-john-a-macdonald-impersonator-times-are-tough-even-without-
the-pandemic; and, Patrice Dutil, “Patrice Dutil: The Democrat: How I see Sir John A. Macdonald” National Post, 
January 5, 2021, https://nationalpost.com/opinion/patrice-dutil-the-democrat-how-i-see-sir-john-a-macdonald.  
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rather personally and in doing so, enmesh themselves with him (an attack on him is an attack on 

them and an attack on Canada itself).  

From that haunted hill to your lonesome northern grave 

My intention here was to map out a geographic range of Kingston tourism from Fort Henry 

(haunted hill) to Sir John A. Macdonald’s burial site (lonesome northern grave). While 

participating in Kingston’s ‘haunted’ tours, I learned about some of the rather morbid ghost 

stories and folklore associated with Fort Henry. This is one of many sites in Kingston where 

there exists a great deal of history and folklore involving tragedy and suffering. The way this 

gets exploited in the name of tourism elicits complex feelings and begs the question, which 

historical sites demand reverence? While Fort Henry’s original purpose was fortification and 

defence, during World War One it was “used as an internment camp for political prisoners.”381 In 

the 1930s, a joint provincial and federal make-work project would see the fort opened as a tourist 

attraction, before being once again repurposed as a prisoner of war camp during World War 

Two.382 The man behind the restoration and conversion of the fort into a popular tourist 

destination was Ronald Way, “Canada’s top restorer of historic sites.”383 As a member of 

Kingston’s Historical Society, Way was described as being opposed to “embellishments of 

history, such as invented ghosts, at the Fort”.384 Ironically, there are now multiple attractions 

focused on the haunted nature of the site.385 As for Macdonald’s lonesome northern grave, there 

 
381 “About Fort Henry,” Fort Henry, accessed January 1, 2022, https://www.forthenry.com/the-fort/about-fort-
henry/. 
382 “About Fort Henry.” 
383 Christine Hamelin, “Founder Ronald L. Way,” Fort Henry, reprinted from Profile Kingston, originally published 
January 12, 2000, accessed January 1, 2022, https://www.forthenry.com/the-fort/about-fort-henry/. 
384 Hamelin, “Founder Ronald L. Way.” 
385 See for example: The Haunted Walk, “Ghosts of Fort Henry,” accessed January 1, 2022, 
https://hauntedwalk.com/experience/ghosts-of-fort-henry/; Kingston Destination Group, “Ghost & Mystery 
Trolley,” Kingston Trolley Tours, accessed January 1, 2022, https://www.kingstontrolley.ca/ghostmystery/; and, 
Visit Kingston, “Few Frightful Nights Remaining at Fort Fright!”, accessed January 1, 2022, 
https://www.visitkingston.ca/few-frightful-nights-remaining-at-fort-fright/. 
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was anonymous commentary (which media sources referred to as “vandalism”) on a 

commemorative plaque at this burial site in Cataraqui Cemetery.386 Interestingly, while I was on 

the trolley tour that once made the pilgrimage to Macdonald’s gravesite, the tour guide 

announced that this was no longer part of the tour due to the ongoing “vandalism” taking place 

there. Through this lyric, I wanted to express the decline in visitors to one of his commemorative 

sites following these direct interventions.  

Orange in Order, fuel that fire 

During one of my walks around Kingston looking for inspiration, I noticed a building in 

Portsmouth Village with the words “Orange Hall” carved into the stone. I had learned very little 

about the Orange Order while in school, however, I became more interested in the organization 

as I began to learn more about their role in Canadian politics and their extensive membership, 

including Sir John A. Macdonald.387 This Protestant fraternal society, which came to Canada in 

the early 19th century, exerted huge amounts of political influence and upheld allegiances to the 

British crown in Canada.388 The Order had a reputation for sectarian violence, including riots and 

attacks at “political meetings, election polling stations, Catholic and Protestant parades, and 

during visits from contentious spiritual and secular leaders.”389 

Would you look at that fascist town crier 

 
386 Alexandra Mazur, “Sir John A. Macdonald’s gravesite in Kingston, Ont., vandalized,” Global News, July 6, 
2021, https://globalnews.ca/news/8005783/sir-john-a-macdonald-gravesite-kingston-vandalized/. 
387 For more on this subject read: William K. Smyth, Toronto, the Belfast of Canada: The Orange Order and the 
Shaping of Municipal Culture, Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2015. 
388 Michael Wilcox, “Orange Order in Canada,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, last modified November 30, 2016, 
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/orange-
order?gclid=Cj0KCQjw2_OWBhDqARIsAAUNTTG2phu8ia_x0LpYgk8OUGxFhfRkoS18MKi2fKXW18qeH6cR
OMvD0acaAo-rEALw_wcB. 
389 Wilcox, “Orange Order in Canada.” 
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As mentioned earlier, one of the artists I spent a great deal listening to while composing this 

album was Willie Dunn. I have borrowed the phrase fascist town crier from Dunn’s song, I Pity 

the Country. As a scathing critique of the Canadian state, Dunn’s song exists as the high 

watermark of what a song as a counter-narrative can be—I wanted to give a nod to this. I assume 

Dunn was referring to certain media outlets, given the preceding lyrics “of bigoted newspress,” 

and I have employed this phrase to illustrate a continuation (see previous lyric about apologists). 

It is perhaps of note that Kingston has an actual town crier. One of the first days of my 

undergraduate degree at Queen’s involved the local town crier welcoming me and my fellow 

classmates to the university. I had not encountered a town crier up until this point in my life and 

was rather confused by this loud display. Following independent research, I would learn that a 

town crier “makes proclamations and announcements for his or her town or community.”390 Of 

course, the role of a town crier is obsolete in modern times, so this is a purely symbolic role 

maintaining Kingston’s colonial past and present, which is a lucrative component of the city’s 

tourism industry. Kingston’s Mayor Bryan Paterson has expressed that the town crier is “a 

perfect ambassador for Kingston’s brand when we talk about the history and the culture that we 

have here.”391 It is also worth noting that the historic role of town crier was revived in Kingston 

in 1984 following a competition sanctioned by the Downtown Business Association, coinciding 

with the celebration of Ontario’s Bicentennial.392 Michael Dawson notes that “national symbols 

 
390 Ontario Guild of Town Criers, “What is a Town Crier?”, accessed January 1, 2022, https://towncrier.on.ca/.  
391 Mike Postovit, “Chris Whyman still going strong after 35 years as Kingston’s town crier,” Global News, July 3, 
2019, https://globalnews.ca/news/5454028/chris-whyman-kingston-town-crier-35th-
anniversary/#:~:text=Chris%20Whyman%20has%20done%20a,35%20years%20in%20that%20capacity. 
392 City of Kingston, “Kingston’s Town Crier named World Champion,” August 25, 2014, 
https://www.cityofkingston.ca/-/kingston-s-town-crier-named-world-champion. 
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(and national identities) are almost always presented as unchanging and traditional.”393 To be 

clear, I am by no means making an assertion that Kingston’s town crier is a fascist. 

Trap that tourist, wave that flag 
From the eastern shore of a greater lake 
Yeah the summer’s lovely, what a great escape 
 
The first line here speaks to the marriage of nationalism and Kingston’s tourist industry. The 

city’s website proudly boasts that Kingston was “the First Capital of a United Canada,” directing 

visitors to the many historical sites as prime tourist attractions.394 There seems to be a sense of 

increasing anxiety within Kingston’s tourism community surrounding the city’s identity that is so 

wrapped up in figures like Sir John A. Macdonald—perhaps most evident in the Downtown 

Kingston Business Improvement Area’s ongoing rebranding efforts.395 I was also preoccupied by 

the way in which Kingston’s beautiful natural landscape can work as a distraction from its 

‘complicated’ history for unknowing tourists visiting the city.  

Old Tomorrow's gone today 
From the City Park to a northern grave 
 
“Old Tomorrow” was a nickname given to Sir John A. Macdonald as he was known for 

“delaying decisions.”396 I wanted to use this nickname in a sort of play on words, acknowledging 

the delayed decision by the city of Kingston to remove Macdonald’s statue from City Park, 

despite a long-established call for its removal. In the summer of 2021, following revelations 

about the unmarked graves on the former grounds of Kamloops Indian Residential School, a 

 
393 Michael Dawson, “Mountie,” in Symbols of Canada, ed. Michael Dawson, Catherine Gidney, and Donald Wright 
(Toronto: Between the Lines, 2018): 136-7. 
394 City of Kingston, “History,” accessed January 1, 2022, https://www.cityofkingston.ca/explore/culture-
history/history. 
395 Peter Hendra, “Downtown Kingston reveals rebranding,” The Kingston Whig Standard, May 25, 2022, 
https://www.thewhig.com/news/local-news/downtown-kingston-reveals-rebranding. 
396 Stephen Azzi, “Political Time in a Westminster Democracy: The Canadian Case,” American Review of Canadian 
Studies 47, no. 1 (April 2017): 24. 
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number of actions and renewed calls for the examination of the legacy of Sir John A. Macdonald 

emerged.397 Through the ceremonial action of the Indigenous-led Revolution of the Heart, the 

statue of Sir John A. Macdonald was finally removed from Kingston’s City Park, with the 

proposed relocation approved by city council to Macdonald’s burial site (although presently the 

statue remains in storage).398  

8. Robber Baron Trilogy 

8.1 Keywords 

Corporate welfare, propaganda, tourism, Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR), American manifest 
destiny, art/music, storytelling, Gordon Lightfoot 
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Figure 11. The Last Spike. Photograph by Alexander 

J. Ross, 1885. Library and Archives Canada, 
Winnipeg, Manitoba. Retrieved from 

https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/th
e-last-spike. 

 

Figure 12. Banff Springs Hotel Advertisement. Artist 
unknown. Canadian Pacific Corporate Archives. 

Accessed January 1, 2022. Retrieved from 
https://cpconnectingcanada.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2017/04/a636.jpg. 

8.3 Context 

Perhaps the author with the greatest impact on this overall project is Daniel Francis. 

When I first read Francis’s chapter on the CPR in National Dreams: Myth, Memory and 

Canadian History, I was amazed by just how much mythmaking went into the story of the CPR 

and it sparked my interest in carrying out further research which would act as the foundation for 

this song. Regarding the myth of the CPR, A.A. den Otter has stated that it “has profoundly 

influenced the interpretation of Canadian history.”399 I was also fascinated by the role that artists 

 
399 A.A. den Otter, “Nationalism and the Pacific Scandal,” The Canadian Historical Review 69, no. 3 (September 
1988): 315.  
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played in propagating this mythology. This is an idea that I grappled with throughout this 

project, contemplating the impacts of figures such as Gordon Lightfoot, who are not necessarily 

malicious actors, but perhaps a reflection of the sociohistorical context of their time. I have 

chosen the title of this song, Robber Baron Trilogy, as a play on Lightfoot’s Canadian Railroad 

Trilogy, which my song is in conversation with.  

8.4 Lyrics 
(Intro) 
A Mari Usque Ad Mare 
(V1) 
Go forth, all you lifters 
The salesman and the preacher 
An iron road coast to coast 
  
They’ll promise you salvation 
Be it heaven or vacation 
Some more capital from the capital 
  
(Chorus) 
And I’ve been waiting patiently 
For the cop out, for the let down 
And I keep waiting just to see 
All the outcomes of destruction 
 
Manifest my destiny 
All the earth beneath my feet 
On and on from sea to sea 
Manifest my destiny 
 

(V2) 
Roll on, our mythmakers 
The poet and the painter 
A frontier, fantasy 
  
Well it’s an echo or reflection 
Just a role that you were cast in 
The afterlife of a lie 
 
(Chorus) 
And I’ve been waiting patiently 
For the cop out, for the let down 
And I keep waiting just to see 
All the outcomes of destruction 
  
Manifest my destiny 
All the earth beneath my feet 
On and on from sea to sea 
Manifest my destiny 
 
Look what our glory brought (x4)  

 

8.5 Analysis 

A Mari Usque Ad Mare 

This Latin phrase meaning “from sea to sea” is affixed upon the Canadian coat of arms and 

exists as the Canadian national motto. Notably, this phrase which was an “aspirational 

statement” during confederation is derived from a Bible verse, signifying an interesting linkage 



 

 

126 

between Canadian expansion and Christianity.400 The song begins with this phrase to reflect the 

nascent idea (connecting the country from sea-to-sea) that some argue heralded the formation of 

the Canadian nation.  

Go forth, all you lifters 
The salesman and the preacher 
An iron road coast to coast 
 
In the words of Sir William Cornelius Van Horne, general manager of the Canadian Pacific 

Railway (CPR): “The Canadian Pacific was built for the purpose of making money for the share-

holders and for no other purpose under the sun.”401 I wanted to establish here that the urgency to 

build the CPR was largely due to economic motivations. During this period in the late nineteenth 

century, Shipley explains, “Expansion to the west—to carry settlers west and to bring 

agricultural products east—would be a boon to the railroad, and, like Macdonald, most 

politicians had these interest as a priority.”402 These politicians—Macdonald among them—“saw 

their economic fate tied to the expansion of east-west trade and thus viewed the project of 

settling the west as urgent.”403 While the railmen (robber barons) sought to profit off the 

endeavour, Macdonald intimately tied together the settlement of the Prairies and the connection 

of disparate territories by rail into a narrative of “patriotic nation-building.”404 I use the term 

preacher to refer to Sir John A. Macdonald, who was extolling the abundant benefits of 

 
400 W. Kaye Lamb, “A Mari usque ad Mare,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, last modified April 14, 2016, 
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/a-mari-usque-ad-
mare#:~:text=Canada's%20official%20motto%2C%20carried%20on,to%20make%20it%20a%20reality. 
The King James version of the Bibles includes the English translation, “He shall have dominion also from sea to sea, 
and from the river unto the ends of the earth,” according to Lamb.  
401 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
20.  
402 Tyler A. Shipley, Canada in the World: Settler Capitalism and the Colonial Imagination (Halifax: Fernwood 
Publishing, 2020): 40-1. 
403 Shipley, 40-1.  
404 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
20.  
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establishing a “transcontinental railroad,” which Macdonald “intertwined with the Confederation 

movement.”405 As I was writing this song, I was listening to Gordon Lightfoot’s Canadian 

Railroad Trilogy as inspiration, so those lyrics were top of mind—I have made reference to them 

through my lyric an iron road coast to coast. Lightfoot’s lyrics, “For they looked in the future 

and what did they see / They saw an iron road running from the sea to the sea,”406 conjure up an 

enduring vision of railway joining together a unified nation—fitting nicely within the Canadian 

government’s narrative and mythology surrounding the CPR. My goal with this song is to be in 

conversation with this mythology and Lightfoot, while reframing the narrative to focus on the 

ways in which these so-called nation-builders sold a dream to turn a profit. 

They’ll promise you salvation 
Be it heaven or vacation 
 
I wanted to continue the discussion surrounding the enmeshed nature of Macdonald’s vision of a 

unified nation and the desire for profit at the heart of the CPR syndicate. As the push for 

settlement in the West intensified, “Canadian expansionists championed the great plains of the 

North-West Territories as an agricultural Eden that would provide the means to empire for the 

young dominion.”407 Through the creation of “an immigration department which produced a 

flood of posters, pamphlets, maps, and books” the CPR began to sell off the land they had been 

given to incoming settlers.408 These materials painted idyllic picture that would lead one to 

believe that this promised land was close to heaven on earth—for example, one CPR 

 
405 Bill Waiser, “Canadian Pacific Railway,” in Symbols of Canada, ed. Michael Dawson, Catherine Gidney, and 
Donald Wright (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2018): 121.  
406 Valerie Magee, “Canadian Railroad Trilogy, 1967 by Gordon Lightfoot,” GordonLightfoot.com, accessed 
January 1, 2022, https://gordonlightfoot.com/songs.shtml. Lightfoot’s lyric is “As to this verdant country they came 
from all around.”  
407 Bill Waiser, “Canadian Pacific Railway,” in Symbols of Canada, ed. Michael Dawson, Catherine Gidney, and 
Donald Wright (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2018): 121.   
408 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
23. 
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advertisement boasts that Manitoba and the North West are “the future wheat field of the 

continent,”409  while others proclaim that you can “own your own home in Canada and apply for 

a ready-made farm” with “virgin soil.”410 In addition to advertising to would-be settlers, the 

CPR’s general manager also eyed “the class that travels”411—representing a lucrative market of 

affluent middle-class tourists seeking out adventure and leisure (vacation).412 The aim of these 

tourism materials was to increase ridership on the railway and to fill the company’s newly built 

“luxury hotels.”413 

Some more capital from the capital 

This so-called nation-building project was heavily reliant on public money despite the profits 

remaining in private hands—a corporate welfare racket outlined by Robert Chodos in his book, 

The CPR: A Century of Corporate Welfare.414 This cozy relationship would briefly spell disaster 

for both the CPR and Macdonald’s government following the Pacific Scandal in 1873.415 Just 

five years later, however, with Macdonald’s government back in power, public money and 

incentives for continuing the building of the railway would be abundant. Bill Waiser explains: 

The Canadian government would hand over to the CPR any sections of the line already 
built or under construction; provide a cash subsidy of $25 million and a land grant of 25 

 
409 Bill Waiser, “Canadian Pacific Railway,” in Symbols of Canada, ed. Michael Dawson, Catherine Gidney, and 
Donald Wright (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2018): 122.   
410 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
20.  
411 Zac Robinson and Stephen Slemon, “Deception in high places: The making and unmaking of Mounts Brown and 
Hooker,” in Sustaining the West: Cultural responses to Canadian environments, ed. Liza Piper and Lisa Szabo-
Jones (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 2015): 147. 
412 For more on this subject read: Lynda Jessup, “The Group of Seven and the Tourist Landscape in Western 
Canada, or The More Things Change …” Journal of Canadian Studies 37, no. 1 (Spring 2002): 144–179.  
413 Bill Waiser, “Canadian Pacific Railway,” in Symbols of Canada, ed. Michael Dawson, Catherine Gidney, and 
Donald Wright (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2018): 126.  
414 See: Robert Chodos, The CPR: a century of corporate welfare, (Toronto: James Lorimer & Company, 1973). 
415 Gord McIntosh, Eli Yarhi, and Andrew McIntosh, “Pacific Scandal,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, last modified 
January 14, 2021, https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/pacific-
scandal?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIyumjwoOm-QIVmw2tBh2f0Q0kEAAYASAAEgKN8fD_BwE. 
In what would come to be known as the Pacific Scandal of 1873, “Sir John A Macdonald and senior members of his 
conservative cabinet were accused of accepting funds from shipping magnate Sir Hugh Allan in exchange for the 
contract to build the Canadian Pacific Railway,” leading to Macdonald’s resignation later that year.  



 

 

129 

million acres […]; provide tax exemptions on CPR lands and property; allow 
construction materials to be imported duty-free; and forbid the construction of any line 
south of the main line for twenty years.416 

 
And I’ve been waiting patiently 
For the cop out, for the let down 
 
Although this line has come to represent what feels like the slow acceptance of new narratives, it 

is derived from the moment in which I was engaging with a newly published CBC music video 

essay. The video, Re-examining Gordon Lightfoot’s Canadian Railroad Trilogy, is narrated by 

Noah Lefevre, who appears to be attempting to critically interrogate Gordon Lightfoot’s song, 

Canadian Railroad Trilogy.417 This video was released as I was beginning my own examination 

of this song and its legacy, so I was excited to see the CBC put out this video considering the 

role they had played in producing Lightfoot’s song (by way of commission). The video essay 

does a decent job of engaging with some of the problematic narratives that Lightfoot propagated 

through the song, however, the video’s conclusion ultimately projects many wrongdoings into 

the past, taking on a both-sides approach that highlights the ‘good’ with the bad (the cop out, the 

let down). Rather than denouncing the mythology outright, Lefevre ends up reinventing it by 

engaging with this moment of historical reckoning to acknowledge much of the violence at the 

heart of the railway. Yet, Lefevre concludes, “Honestly, I still believe that there is triumph to be 

found in the railroad and in the Canada that it helped build.”418 This leaves the viewer with the 

impression that this extreme violence is an unfortunate chapter in a complicated history which 

ultimately resulted in the formation of a ‘great nation.’   

And I keep waiting just to see 

 
416 Bill Waiser, “Canadian Pacific Railway,” in Symbols of Canada, ed. Michael Dawson, Catherine Gidney, and 
Donald Wright (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2018): 123.  
417 CBC Music, “Re-examining Gordon Lightfoot’s Canadian Railroad Trilogy,” YouTube video, 18:42, June 18, 
2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hh7xNDcA6f4. 
418 CBC Music, “Re-examining Gordon Lightfoot’s Canadian Railroad Trilogy.” 
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All the outcomes of destruction 
 
The violence and destruction that characterized this period of clearing the plains and building the 

railway is far from being in the past, as the effects have rippled into the present and are still felt 

today. As discussed above, the projection of wrongdoing into the past does an incredible 

injustice to engaging with the present-day outcomes. It is evident that there is much more work 

to be done to address the ongoing impacts of settler colonialism (see for example the many 

reports published by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada).419 This begins with 

taking responsibility for the environmental destruction and outright genocide that mark the 

creation of the railway and Canada, which were not unfortunate historical by-products, but clear 

and present realities. 

Manifest my destiny 
All the earth beneath my feet 
On and on from sea to sea 
 
I wanted to speak to the role that anxieties surrounding American expansionism (manifest my 

destiny) played in the urgent construction of the CPR.420 Shipley argues that “this competition 

between different factions of European colonizers, then, was at the centre for the push for 

confederation.”421  In a period marked by land grabs (all the earth beneath my feet), there 

seemed to be a divine imperative pushing forward these colonizing empires. I am not equating 

but rather juxtaposing the Manifest Destiny of the United States with Canada’s confederation 

rallying cry (from sea to sea), which, as previously discussed, derives from the Bible. William 

 
419 National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation. “Reports.” Accessed January 1, 2022. 
https://nctr.ca/records/reports/#trc-reports  
420 Shane Mountjoy, Manifest Destiny: Westward Expansion (New York: Infobase Publishing, 2009): 9. Manifest 
Destiny is the belief that it is the United States’ fate, ordained by God, “to expand across the American Continent, 
according to Mountjoy.  
421 Tyler A. Shipley, Canada in the World: Settler Capitalism and the Colonial Imagination (Halifax: Fernwood 
Publishing, 2020): 40. 
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H. Katerberg explains, “Some Canadian imperialists believed that the moral and the spiritual 

vitality of the British Empire depended on its new world frontiers” and “that the Dominion 

would help to fulfill a destiny that God had first given to Britain.”422 Moreover, the violence that 

accompanies the capitalist imperative of expansion was perhaps an easier pill to swallow if you 

had God on your side.  

Roll on, our mythmakers 
The poet and the painter 
 
Roll on refers to the movement of the train—in this case, carrying forward the artists 

(mythmakers) who helped to imbue the CPR with a romantic and adventurous character. The 

general manager of the CPR hired a “well-known Montreal photographic firm, William Notman 

and Son” who were tasked with capturing images of the beautiful landscape surrounding the 

railway enroute to the West.423 The CPR would also go on to give “free rail passes” to painters in 

order to help them “discover the mountains as a new subject matter for their art”—of which 

some of the resulting works were used for publicity by the CPR.424 Dominique Brégent-Heald 

explains that along with promoting tourism and settlement in the region, these depictions of the 

“sublime scenery” also “celebrat[ed] the role of the railway in actualizing a trajectory of progress 

and development.”425 It was important for me to incorporate this into my song as the notion of 

creative works—be it paintings, or music, or film, or otherwise—playing a pivotal role in 

creating or propagating national mythology is at the heart of my research. As Lynda Jessup 

asserts, “artists have had such cultural capital in the ‘general economy of looking’ from the 

 
422 William H. Katerberg, “A Northern Vision: Frontiers and the West in Canadian and American Imagination,” The 
American Review of Canadian Studies 33, no. 4 (November 2009): 547.  
423 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
25.  
424 Francis, 25.  
425 Dominique Brégent-Heald, “All Aboard! Travel Films, Railroads, and the North American West, 1897–1910,” 
American Review of Canadian Studies 45, no. 1 (April 2015): 10. 
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outset” and act as “[p]riveleged players in the realm of the aesthetic” who “are generally 

recognized as arbiters of taste and thus picturesque scenery.”426 Jessup focuses on the impact of 

the Group of Seven in the years to come, who depicted areas they travelled to via free passage on 

the CPR. I also introduce Lightfoot (the poet) as a character who helped to reimagine and 

propagate the very mythology these earlier artists had helped to conjure up.  

A frontier, fantasy 

An aspect of the mythology that resulted from these artistic endeavours was the imagery 

surrounding a new frontier of unspoiled and ‘empty’ lands, sprawling with natural beauty—a 

myth predicated on the omission of prior and ongoing Indigenous presence. This “romantic 

notion” of “wildness,” as Katerberg puts it, “had given the Dominion its distinctive, vital 

character.”427  This was important in the context of burgeoning nation, desperate to shape an 

identity that was unique—especially compared to its southern neighbour, the United States. 

Francis argues, “The CPR ‘created’ Canada not by binding it together with steel rails, but by 

inventing images of it that people then began to recognize as uniquely Canadian,” contributing to 

the foundation of the Canadian national identity.428 

Well it’s an echo or reflection 
Just a role that you were cast in 
The afterlife of a lie 
 
As with the opening song on this album, Intro (Echoes), I have used the echo motif in this 

closing song as a lyrical bookend, signifying the end of the album. Through this final verse, I 

have engaged more directly with Lightfoot and his role in reimagining and perpetuating the myth 

 
426 Lynda Jessup, “The Group of Seven and the Tourist Landscape in Western Canada, or The More Things Change 
…” Journal of Canadian Studies 37, no. 1 (Spring 2002): 147.  
427 William H. Katerberg, “A Northern Vision: Frontiers and the West in Canadian and American Imagination,” The 
American Review of Canadian Studies 33, no. 4 (November 2009): 551.  
428 Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997): 
27.  
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of the CPR (an echo or reflection). My analysis around Lightfoot’s role is two-fold: on one 

hand, I am conceding that we are all cast in a role of sorts through the mythology that we are led 

to believe from a young age; on the other hand, I am speaking about the literal ‘casting’ of 

Lightfoot by the CBC who commissioned him to write this song. At the moment in time in 

which this song was commissioned and created, mythology was ripe for reimagining (see 

Chapters 1 and 2 around this sociohistorical context). Lightfoot’s production of the song 

constitutes a modern reimagination of an old myth—it has been given new life as a song that will 

endure through time (the afterlife of a lie). That said, cracks in the foundation of mythologies 

will surely form and thus require further reinforcement and reimagination.  

Look what our glory brought 

The final line of this song and the album is intended to appeal to the listener to take stock of the 

world around them and consider which myths they might believe in (whether consciously or 

not). This provocation for fellow settler Canadians should feel uncomfortable—particularly for 

anyone approaching this subject matter for the first time—but my hope is that some of this 

information can be empowering too. As I have tried to convey through this album, the official 

Canadian narrative is a glorified recollection of events reliant on mythology and omissions. I am 

hopeful that this project will at least pique the listener’s interest in the ongoing unsettling of 

narratives that is taking place, and that they might wish to continue this work in their own life 

and community. Through challenging these narratives, perhaps we can begin to put to rest the 

various enduring North American Martyrs.  
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Appendix A 

 
 

Figure A1. Electro-voice 635A microphone. Photograph from my personal collection, September 2022. 
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Appendix B 

 
 

Figure B1. Hilroy Exercise book used for writing song lyrics and notes. Photograph from my personal 
collection, September 2022. 
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Figure B2. “Doctrine of Discovery” lyrics and notes. Photograph from my personal collection, September 
2022. 
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Figure B3. “Doctrine of Discovery” lyrics and notes continued. Photograph from my personal collection, 
September 2022. 
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Figure B4. “Robber Baron Trilogy” lyrics and notes. Photograph from my personal collection, September 
2022. 



 

 

154 

 
 

Figure B5. “Conquest” lyrics and notes. Photograph from my personal collection, September 2022. 
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Figure B6. “Conquest” lyrics and notes continued. Photograph from my personal collection, September 
2022. 
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Figure B7. “North American Martyrs” lyrics and notes. Photograph from my personal collection, 
September 2022. 
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Figure B8. “North American Martyrs” lyrics and notes continued. Photograph from my personal 
collection, September 2022. 
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Appendix C 

 

Figure C1. Earl T. O’Malley draft card. Digital photocopy of original document. Retrieved September 
2022 through Ancestry.ca. 


