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been to Canada or spoken to a Can-
adian, have you mu�  n?” is one of about 
9,000 replies.

For this issue, our contributors turned 
to the theme of western alienation that 
reemerged during the recent federal elec-
tion, in which Alberta and Saskatchewan 
contributed no seats to the Liberal min-
ority government. To produce his visual 
essay “Inside Wexit,” photographer Brett 
Gundlock spent time with the group that 
seeks to turn Alberta into its own country. 
In “The New Separatists,” Edmonton- 
based journalist Max Fawcett traces the 
historic roots of Alberta separatism and 
the movement’s link to current populist 
sentiments around the world. And, in 

“Go Sell It on the Mountain,” Tom Jokinen 
showcases another side of the province, 
which has made long- standing contribu-
tions to the national arts scene.  Founded 
in 1933, Ban�  Centre is well known to 
the country’s professional artists and 
musicians. As the institution adapts to 

a world where commerce and crea-
tivity feel increasingly linked yet 
often seem at odds, Jokinen consid-
ers the signi� cance of an artists’ re-
treat nestled deep in the mountains 
that seeks to be an international 
creative hub.

At The Walrus, we’re paying more 
attention to the issue of  regional 
identity. In the past year, we’ve 
greatly bene� ted from interprov-
incial migration. A couple of editors 
have moved from our head o�  ce 
to Montreal, enhancing our cover-
age of Quebec. We’ve also recently 
welcomed Phoebe  Sutherland, our 
second JHR Indigenous Editorial 
Fellow and our � rst sta� er based 

in Moose Factory, Ontario.  Although a 
relatively small newsroom for a coun-
try of this size, we at The Walrus are try-
ing to expand our knowledge base and 
strengthen our connections to di� erent 
communities, in part by having more 
people in more places.

Outer space is, as always, the � nal 
frontier. In “The East Coast Takes O� ,” 
Matthew Halliday explains the rami� -
cations of a company arriving in a small 
Nova Scotia community to build the 
country’s � rst commercial spaceport. 
And, in “Of Needlework and Nebulae,” 
 Pamela Young explores the world of 
 Margaret Nazon, an artist in the North-
west  Territories who creates beadwork 
inspired by images taken by the  Hubble 
Space Telescope. While we have no 
 current plans to install a bureau of 
The  Walrus on Mars, it’s clear that our 
 potential audience is limited only by the 
 imagination. 

—Jessica Johnson

N OT LONG AGO, I was 
a bit dismayed to read a 
colleague’s description 
of Saskatoon, the city 

where I was born, as a small town. 
Even if you don’t subscribe to the 
ironic idea that the city of 272,000 
is the “Paris of the Prairies,” it’s still 
the largest city in Saskatchewan.

The tendency to write o�  places 
smaller than (or west of ) Toronto 
as backwaters is a particular failing 
of journalists in this city of more 
than 2.9 million from which I write, 
where an increasing number of the 
country’s “national” media out-
lets are based. The decline in local 
news coverage across the country 
and the concentration of media owner-
ship in recent years have contributed 
to a more homogeneous news climate. 
As  Sarmishta Subramanian wrote in 
Maclean’s before the last federal elec-
tion, Postmedia now operates thirty-four 
daily newspapers across Canada, all of 
which have only one executive editor of 
politics: “A single voice — and an ideo-
logical one — will now oversee or directly 
run political coverage in a � eet of papers, 
many of which are not conservative.”

From a journalistic standpoint, to 
exclude perspectives can lead to 
everything from inaccuracy to the propa-
gation of stereotypes. Lack of sensitiv-
ity to regionalism feeds the same kind 
of  bias that, this past January, led to 
the New York Times’s promotion of a 
story on the Duke and Duchess of Sus-
sex’s potential move to Canada with 
a tweet about them injecting “some 
razzle dazzle to the sprawling, bone- 
chillingly cold country.” Well! “Never 

Editor’s Le� er
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jillian tamaki
Illustrations for “The Age of Surrender,”  
p. 40

“I volunteer with seniors at an adult- 
literacy program in Toronto. While 
illustrating this article, which is about 
elder care, I was thinking about what 

the future holds for them — and for me. As much as people can 
plan for old age, it often doesn’t go exactly as they think it will. 
Birds are a common symbol for freedom and movement, but 
in this case, I chose to draw a sleeping bird to hint at the vul-
nerability of the subjects in the story.”

Jillian Tamaki is an illustrator and cartoonist whose work has 
been published in The New Yorker, National Geographic, and 
The Believer. My Best Friend, a book she collaborated on with 
 writer Julie Fogliano, is out in March.

Sharon j. riley 
“The Age of Surrender,” p. 40

“I wanted to find out how governments 
and institutions deem individuals no 
 longer capable of managing their own 
lives. When I read the personal note-
book of one of the seniors whose stor-
ies I followed, it became clear to me 

that mental capacity and cognition wax and wane. It helped 
me see how someone could be aware but also clearly confused. 
When you ask someone a bunch of questions in one moment, 
you’re not going to get the whole story from them; it’s import-
ant to see their thoughts over time. ”

Sharon J. Riley is an Alberta-based investigative journalist.  
Her work has appeared in Harper’s, the Tyee, and Maisonneuve.

Contributors’ 
Notes

brett gundlock
“Inside Wexit,” p. 30, and photography 

for “The New Separatists,” p. 24

“From what I’ve seen, both at separa-
tist rallies in Alberta and on  social 
media, the feeling of alienation in 
the west is not just because of pol-

itics or the drop in the oil economy. There’s a general sense 
of anger and hopelessness. I don’t think vilifying the sep-
aratists is going to really solve anything. The Wexit move-
ment is a window into a bigger conversation that we need  
to have.”

Brett Gundlock has had his work published in the New York Times 
and Time magazine.

tom jokinen
“Go Sell It on the Mountain,” p. 48

“In 2011, when I went to Banff  Centre, 
an arts hub in Alberta’s Rockies, for 
a residency in literary journalism, 
I grew fond of the place. I thought 

it had a pecu liar Twin Peaks feel, as if it were oddly  haunted, 
though not in a bad way. There are elk walking around every-
where, like squirrels. When I returned to write about the cen-
tre’s business-oriented  rebrand, I felt that I  needed to defend 
the idea that a place where art is created should be separate 
from the rest of the world — it should be detached from the 
machinery of commerce.”

Tom Jokinen is a writer based in Winnipeg. He contributes to the 
Globe and Mail and the cbc’s Ideas.

damian rogerS
“A Space beyond Language,” p. 66

“My mother’s dementia was a cataclys-
mic event in my life, and I felt I needed 
to write my way through the experi-
ence in order to survive it. I realized 
that, as I became wrapped up in the 

immediate crisis of keeping her safe, I was forgetting who 
she had been. She can’t speak clearly at all anymore. She tries. 
I’m still able to connect to her on some level; it just keeps 
changing — the cord of that connection keeps fraying and 
thinning. But there is an essential quality of who she is to me 
that has not diminished.” 

Damian Rogers is an American Canadian poet, author, and  
creative-writing instructor. An Alphabet for Joanna, a memoir 
about her life and her relationship with her mother, will be pub-
lished this fall.
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to fantasize spectacularly, for better or worse, on 
our own terms. Many of us didn’t have role  models 
growing up — gender norms, sexual norms, and 
other oppressive ways of thinking were imposed 
on our bodies, imaginations, and hearts from 
a young age. We need a variety of queer litera-
ture, queer movies, and queer models to  loosen 
this conditioning, to know what it feels like to 
just be.

Jeremy Cacho-Lim
Toronto, ON

WILD CARDS
Jessica Myshrall’s essay (“Rules of the Game,” 
January/ February) is a touching account of how 
 euchre has held her family together. The card game 
can be “excellent for socializing,” she writes, and 
I am reminded of a story a friend told me about her 
1920s childhood. Her parents often  hosted card 
parties for family and friends, with multiple card 
tables set up in the two largest rooms of their rural 
Ontario farmhouse. One room was for euchre, the 
other for bridge. My friend and her sisters, relegat-
ed to their bedroom, could always tell which room 
was which by the sounds that � lled them: low voices 
and sparse words in the bridge room; lively chatter 
and endless billows of laughter in the euchre room. 
Excellent for socializing, indeed.

Carolyn Barnes
Penticton, BC

TAX RACKET
I found Meghan Bell’s piece on taxing the rich 
(“Take My Money,” January/February) incompat-
ible with my experience of growing up poor. My 

single mother would not have made it without social welfare 
programs, and I would not be where I am today had it not been 
for government- funded student aid. And, to be clear, people 
who are disabled, who have mental health issues, or who are 
victims of abuse certainly need more help. But I don’t believe 
greater taxation is a panacea for our country’s social welfare 
problems, particularly considering how prone governments 
are to ine�  ciently redistributing wealth. We need to hold 
ourselves accountable, moderate our expectations, and live 
 within our means.

Jason McLellan,
Sault Ste. Marie, ON

“The time has come,” The Walrus said, “to talk of many things.” 
Send us a letter, email ( letters@thewalrus.ca ), or tweet, or post 
on our Facebook page.  Comments may be published in any 
medium and  edited for length, clarity, and accuracy.

411 Richmond Street East, Suite B15 
Toronto, Ontario, Canada  M5A 3S5

CHURCH AND SLATE
Regarding Michael Coren’s criticism of the Catholic school 
system (“Why Are We Still Paying for Catholic Schools?”  
thewalrus.ca), it’s important to take history into account. The 
faith-based educational divide came from con� ict between the 
English and the French during the early period of Canadian 
colonization. Certain rights were extended to religious minor-
ities—the French Catholic population in Ontario, the English 
Protestant population in Quebec — including the establishment 
of separate schools. In provinces like Ontario, the two-board 
system continues to this day. But the focus of the conversa-
tion shouldn’t be on arguments between French and English 
or Catholic and secular citizens: it should be on quality edu-
cation. For this, we need a better school system all around.

Michael Peterson
Ottawa, ON

POWERS THAT BE
I agree with Anna Peppard on the importance of queer rep-
resentation in superhero narratives (“The Undeniable Queer-
ness of Superhero Stories,” thewalrus.ca). Queer folks need 

Le� ers

SMOKE AND MIRRORS
I read Lauren McKeon’s feature on 
cannabis entrepreneurs and female- 
focused wellness marketing (“New 
Highs,” January/February) wondering 
when she would mention how women 
of colour are either participating in 

or � nding themselves inadequately addressed by this new 
industry. She never does. While racialized minorities and 
Indigenous people have long been disproportionately con-
victed of marijuana-related o� ences, those who have gained 
the most from legalization have been overwhelmingly white. 
It’s disconcerting to see racial inequities perpetuated in the 
business of legal cannabis, and it’s the CBD-infused cherry 
on top to read a cover story about e� orts to make cannabis 

“more inclusive” that doesn’t include a signi� cant portion 
of Canadian women.

Cindy Chen
Toronto, ON
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“A revelation, an inspiration, a punch 
in the gut, and a fierce rallying cry.” 
— Stacey May Fowles, author of 
Baseball Life Advice: Loving the Game that 
Saved Me

A revelation, an inspiration, a punch 

“A radical overhauling of social 
structures to create a more 
progressive and inclusive society.”
— Elizabeth Renzetti, author of 
Shrewed: A Wry and Closely Observed Look Shrewed: A Wry and Closely Observed Look 
at the Lives of Women and Girls

The Newest Read from
The Walrus Books  

“McKeon shows us that there are 
plenty of ways to live outside 
the lines and create change rather 
than wait for it.” 
— Gemma Hartley, author of 
Fed Up: Emotional Labor, Women, and 
the Way Forward

HOUSEOFANANSI.COM    @HOUSEOFANANSI    ANANSI PUBLISHES VERY GOOD BOOKS

NOW AVAILABLE AT THEWALRUS.CA/BOOKS
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L AST JUNE, under a spread-
ing maple tree on a hill in the 
southwest corner of Wisconsin, 
twenty-� ve people sat around 

a bonfire to mourn. To the  tempo of 
a hand drum, they called out recently 
extinct species, tossing scraps of paper 
inscribed with animal names into the 
fire: Caribbean monk seal, Eiao mon-
arch. White ash settled like snow� akes 
on knees and shoulders. Dusky seaside 
sparrow. Bulldog rat.  Western black rhino.

Ordained ministers and lay leaders, 
they had come to this hill from across 
North America, from churches in Texas, 
Washington, West Virginia, New Hamp-
shire, British Columbia, and Ontario, for 
the � rst in-person gathering  organized by 

the Wild Church Network. The  network 
is a loose a�  liation of congregations, 
mostly from different Christian de-
nominations, that belong to the Wild 
Church movement and meet for wor-
ship in the outdoors — surrounded by 
a New England beech grove, say, or in 
a   forest of cedars along the BC coast, or 
on the grasslands of Colorado. These 
worshippers aren’t just seeking pictur-
esque settings: sometimes they gather 
beside a stream choked with logging 
debris, or a bleak asphalt parking lot, 
or the charred skeleton of a burnt-out 
 forest — places where they can face the 
destruction  humans have wrought.

The Wild Church members be-
lieve that, somewhere along the way, 

 Christianity lost its communion with the 
natural world. The late Catholic priest 
and eco-theologian Thomas Berry wrote 
in the 1990s about the � ssure between 
Christianity and nature, a split he traced 
back to the Enlightenment, when ration-
alists such as René Descartes sought to 
strip the natural world of its spiritual qual-
ities. Then came the colonial era when 
European invaders dispossessed Indigen-
ous peoples of their lands and drafted 
new constitutions that enshrined the 
rights of the colonizers but gave no rights 
to the land itself. Colonizers violently 
converted Indigenous people to Chris-
tianity, denouncing as heresy Indigen-
ous beliefs, such as that stones, trees, 
or rivers could be  animated by  spirits. 

“The world around us became a  natural 
resource to be used, not a vital reality 
to be communed with,” Berry wrote. By 
 taking its quest for the sacred back into 
the wilderness, the Wild Church move-
ment hopes to heal the damaged rela-
tionship between humans, the  planet, 
and God.

“[Climate change] is a saga that used 
to be understood at the scale of myth-
ology and theology,” observed jour-
nalist David Wallace-Wells in a recent 
interview. Wallace- Wells’s 2019 climate 
change handbook, The Uninhabitable 
Earth, reads like a Biblical apocalypse 
but with sixty-� ve pages of endnotes. 
Perhaps, say Wild Church leaders, it’s 
time for all of us to start thinking on that 
scale. After all, Christian mythology con-
tains a � ood that destroys most of life on 
Earth as a consequence of human vio-
lence. If we saw our ecological crisis as 
a  moral reckoning rather than simply as 
a techno logical challenge, we might be 
more willing to take the necessary action, 
even if the sacri� ces were large and the 
chances of success small.

FOURTEEN YEARS AGO, Mishka Ly-
sack, an Anglican priest and a pro-
fessor in the faculty of social work 

at the University of Calgary, read Aus-
tralian climate scientist Tim Flannery’s 
2005 book The Weather Makers, which 
foretells the e� ects of unchecked cli-
mate change: drought, deserti� cation, 
mass species extinction, and escalating 
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 human con� ict. For two nights in a row, 
Lysack woke up in a cold sweat.

Then, in 2008, he went to his dean and 
asked if he could shift his focus from clin-
ical research to climate education. Ly-
sack envisioned a mass movement led 
by people of faith. They would recognize 
climate change as an urgent moral issue 
and forge alliances with scientists, policy 
makers, and Indigenous peoples. They 
would shut down coal-burning power 
plants and push the government to start 
the kind of sweeping energy transition 
underway in Germany, which has set an 
ambitious goal of cutting greenhouse gas 
emissions to net zero by 2050.

Lysack understood that prioritization 
of the collective good and a focus on the 
marginalized were at the heart of many 
religious movements. In the late eight-
eenth century, the movement to  abolish 
slavery in Great Britain was led by Chris-
tian thinkers, like William Wilberforce, 
and supported by Quakers and other 
evangelical churches, which raised funds, 
 printed pamphlets,  created artwork, wrote 
 letters to Parliament, and participated in 
a sugar boycott. This took place  during 
a more religious era, and Christianity 
had  undoubtedly helped create the trans-
atlantic slave trade in the � rst place, but 
the religious  movement against slavery 
was still instructive, Lysack felt. He be-
lieved that, if the Canadian faithful (Sta-
tistics Canada found that 76  percent of 
Canadians in 2011 still claimed a religious 
a�  liation) united their e� orts, they could 
put a dent in climate change. It would re-
quire a campaign with the same “breadth 
and  moral power” as the abolitionist 
movement, he wrote in a paper. And, 
like the anti slavery movement, it would 
threaten the eco nomic order. Britain and 
America had had to envision new econ-
omies, ones that did not rely on the cheap 
labour of enslaved  humans; just as di�  -
cult could be the transformation of an 
economy based on oil and the principle 
of in� nite growth. But the timeline would 
have to be much faster: abolishing  slavery 
had taken generations, and the  deadline 
set by the Intergovernmental Panel on 
 Climate Change for overhauling the  fossil 
fuel–based economy is  scarcely more 
than a decade away.

Lysack spoke in churches, organized cli-
mate conferences, and met with  bishops, 
pastors, rabbis, and imams. It was like 
trying to set � re to damp wood. A few in-
dividuals were working  feverishly for cli-
mate justice, but the masses in the pews 
seemed willing to make only small-scale 
changes. Discouraged, Lysack switched 
his focus to secular audiences: academ-
ics and policy  makers interested in tran-
sitioning to a low- carbon  economy. But 
the question of how to make Christians 
take action remains.

One hurdle religion may need to clear 
to seriously address climate change is its 
preference for the eternal over the tem-
poral. If eternity is what matters, why 
sweat the fate of a � nite  planet? A small 
2014 study based in the UK found that 
Protestant Christians and Sunni  Muslims 
who believed in an afterlife and  divine 
intervention were less  likely to feel 
a sense of urgency about the  ecological 
crisis or support technologies such as 
carbon capture and storage than were 
secular participants. And, according to 
a 2015 Pew Research report in the US, 
white evangelical Christians — many of 
whom believe that the Earth will even-
tually be destroyed and true Christians 
spirited away — were the surveyed demo-
graphic least likely to believe the  science 
around climate change. On the other 
hand, Hispanic Catholics were the sur-
veyed demo graphic most  likely to believe 
in anthropogenic  warming. Religious ad-
herence, broadly speaking, turns out to 
be less a predictor of attitudes toward 
climate change than are politics or race. 
Perhaps a  deeper  divide lies between 
believers who subscribe to a theology 
of dominion — that God gave humans 
the Earth and its resources for their 
own gain — and those, like Wild Church 
 members, who see  humans in an equal 
relationship with the rest of creation.

There are signs that churches in Canada 
are moving slowly but inexorably  toward 
action. In a video the United Church of 
Canada released around both Easter and 
Earth Day last year, faith leaders repre-
senting twelve di� erent Christian de-
nominations addressed climate change 
and biodiversity loss, which one  speaker 
called a “spiritual crisis,” and urged the 

faithful to act. The United Church is the 
country’s  largest Protestant denomination, 
and it plans to reduce its carbon footprint 
by 80  percent by 2050 and has voted to 
divest its  holdings from the world’s 200 
largest fossil fuel companies. In partner-
ship with an interfaith charity, the church 
also o� ers grants of up to $30,000 for 
congregations to retro� t their buildings 
with solar or geothermal energy. Lysack 
believes members of the North Amer-
ican faith community are starting to wake 
up to the scale of the crisis, but he fears 
they’ve missed an opportunity to lead and 
are now  running to catch up.

The late religious historian  Phyllis 
Tickle noticed a pattern others have 
also observed: every 500 years or so, 
Christianity seems to undergo a major 
renovation. Half a millennium ago, the 
Protestant Reformation rattled Roman 
Catholic Europe, upending the authority 
of the church and state, triggering wars 
and persecutions, and introducing the re-
ligious and political freedoms that would 
set the stage for our modern era. Some 
500 years before that, Christianity split 
down the centre, fracturing into divisions 
that exist to this day: Roman Catholic and 
Eastern Orthodox. Victoria Loorz, a pastor 
who convened the Wild Church gathering 
in Wisconsin, believes Christianity is on 
the cusp of another seismic shift, this one 
precipitated by our growing awareness of 
the catastrophe humans are in� icting on 
the  planet. Either humans will learn a new 
way of living — one that acknowledges our 
interdependence with ecosystems and 
other species — or we’ll vanish. If Chris-
tianity survives, Loorz believes, it will be 
with new language and  rituals that nur-
ture relationships with ponds and  praying 
mantises as well as with God.

THE NORTH AMERICAN church 
may be getting the emergency 
memo now, but Christians in 

the global South have been reckoning 
with climate change for years. Sixteen 
years ago, a group of Paci� c churches, 
and representatives from elsewhere, 
met on the drowning islands of Kiri-
bati, issued a statement declaring that 
climate change was “not an act of God” 
but caused by  human activity, and called 
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on  industrialized countries to  transition 
quickly from fossil fuels because “the 
Paci� c people are su� ering, crying and 
dying right now.” It’s no surprise that 
 perhaps the most searing sermon on 
 climate change was delivered by the 
� rst pope in modern times to hail from 
the global South: in his 2015 encyclical, 
Laudato Sí’: On Care for Our Common 
Home, Pope Francis called for a “global 
ecological conversion” and described 
the Earth as our sister and mother. “We 
have come to see ourselves as her lords 
and masters, entitled to plunder her at 
will. The violence present in our hearts, 
wounded by sin, is also re� ected in the 
symptoms of sickness evident in the soil, 
in the water, in the air and in all forms 
of life,” he wrote. Since then, Laudato Sí’ 
has received more attention than perhaps 
any other recent papal en cyclical, inspir-
ing many Catholics around the world to 
make green action plans, divest from 
 fossil fuels, and convene a synod against 
Amazonian deforestation.

Faith has the power to move people in 
a way science cannot, says Mardi Tindal, 
former moderator of the United Church of 

Canada. “Climate scientists have told me 
for years that they count on people of faith 
to speak to the heart because information, 
knowledge, and reason are not getting us 
where we need to be.” This is where the 
Wild Church movement comes in.

Before she established the Wild Church 
Network, in 2016, Victoria Loorz spent 
years travelling the US to attend  climate 
rallies with her son, who spoke at these 
events. Alec Loorz was a teenager when 
he led a campaign to sue state govern-
ments for inaction on climate change. 
But, after six years of campaigning, both 
mother and son were burnt out. The 
young people Victoria had campaigned 
with had been full of energy at � rst. Then 
they’d come face to face with the mag-
nitude of the crisis and had seemed to 
 realize that nothing they ever did would 
be enough. “Once they recognize the 
depth of the tragedy, many of them end 
up depressed and disillusioned,” says 
Loorz. She watched it happen to her son. 

“Trying to shift people without under-
standing and addressing the underlying 
worldview is like  moving a mountain 
one pebble at a time.” The church was 

missing an ecological lens, Loorz says, 
and the environ mental movement was 
missing a spiritual one.

Loorz sees the Wild Church movement 
nudging the larger church — and society as 
a whole — toward a di� erent way of  being 
in the world. She’s all for  churches get-
ting involved in climate activism or � nd-
ing ways to lower their carbon footprints, 
but she believes there’s even  deeper 
work to do: “changing the underlying 
relationship between humans and the 
rest of the world.” Wild Church mem-
bers characterize their faith as a three-
way relationship between God,  humans, 
and the natural world. When Wild Church 
ministers share traditional rituals, like the 
Eucharist, outside, they often name the 
plants and animals and ecosystems of 
their bioregions as members in the pact 
between humans and the divine. “Our in-
tention is that other churches will adopt 
it in small ways — shifts in liturgy, shifts 
in practice,” says Loorz. “We do see this 
as a reformation.” ç

JOSIAH NEUFELD writes for Broadview, 
the Globe and Mail, and Hazlitt.
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T HE TINY COMMUNITY of  Canso 
sits at the easternmost tip of 
Nova Scotia’s mainland — the 
farthest end of a rocky � nger 

pointing forty kilometres into the North 
Atlantic. Its claim to fame is folk singer 
Stan Rogers, who, after visiting family 

here during the summers in the 1970s, 
drew inspiration for songs about hard-
luck communities  enduring against 
the odds. And Canso today is about as 
hard-luck as it gets. In the 1990s, the 
Atlantic cod fishery — the area’s eco-
nomic backbone since the seventeenth 

 century — collapsed, and the town’s popu-
lation followed, falling from 1,200 to just 
over 700. According to the latest  census, 
the median age was � fty-four, the  median 
income under $24,000.

In the years since, the promise of eco-
nomic salvation has appeared every so 
often in the form of ambitious — though 
un certain — megaproject proposals. 
There’s been talk of a gold mine, a liquid– 
natural gas terminal, and a granite quarry, 
though none have come to pass. Then, in 
October 2016, a company called Mari-
time Launch Services (MLS) appeared 
in Halifax with an idea that sounded like 
the longest Hail Mary of them all:  Canso, 
it said, is the ideal site for Canada’s � rst 
commercial spaceport.

The idea wasn’t as far-fetched as it may 
have seemed. Up until recently, com-
panies seeking to launch satellites have 
almost exclusively relied on government- 
run spaceports, like Cape Canaveral 
Air Force Station in Florida. But, over 
the next few years, commercial satel-
lite launches are set to increase drastic-
ally. Today, there are a little more than 
2,000 active satellites orbiting Earth, and 
 nearly half were sent up by private  parties 
 ranging from tele communications com-
panies to research organizations mon-
itoring greenhouse gases. Some industry 
watchers are projecting that, by 2025, 
there could be more than 1,000 new sat-
ellites launched every year — a techno-
logical revolution made possible by the 
proliferation of smaller, less expensive 
satellites dubbed “ smallsats.” MLS’s pitch 
is that, if Canso commits to a spaceport, 
it can capture some of this burgeoning 
 smallsat market, which, according to 
one report, was worth $3.63 billion (US) 
globally in 2018 and is estimated to reach 
$15.69 billion (US) by 2026.

MLS CEO and president Stephen  Matier, 
a former NASA contractor- engineer from 
New Mexico, has said that  Canso’s re-
moteness — generally an  economic liabil-
ity — makes it an ideal location for rocket 
launches. Anything lobbed into the sky 
will, within moments, be soaring over the 
open sea. He’s predicted that the space-
port could create up to 150 full-time jobs 
in Canso by the mid-2020s, employing 
everyone from  electrical engineers to 
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security guards to o�  ce workers — jobs 
that could transform a community where 
unemployment was recently measured 
at over 12 percent. 

MLS has announced that it’s already 
working closely with Ukraine’s  Yuzhnoye 
Design O�  ce and its associated Yuzh-
mash factory, which will  respectively 
 design and build the rockets that MLS
plans to launch near Canso: a new  model 
called the Cyclone-4M. If everything 
goes as planned, the com-
pany will begin launching 
Cyclones by 2022 and aims 
to eventually send  into space 
up to eight rockets per year.

The spaceport seems to 
have progressed further 
than any of Canso’s  earlier 
prospective megaprojects. 
In April 2017, after  meeting 
with Matier and other MLS
repres entatives,  Nova 
 Scotia Premier  Stephen McNeil de-
clared the province “fully behind this 
exciting and innovative development.” 
Global  A� airs Canada has been in talks 
with the US State Department to per-
mit American payloads and vehicles 
to launch out of Canso. And, last June, 
the province gave MLS conditional en-
vironmental  approval to begin building, 
which means the company has cleared 
its biggest regulatory hurdle. All that’s 
left for MLS is to raise the money needed 
for the project, which is estimated to be 
$210 million.

Last year, when the province  solicited 
community feedback as part of its envi-
ronmental assessment process, local 
 reaction was overwhelmingly posi-
tive. One typical response argued that, 

“ without our government support for 
mega projects such as MLS . . . this com-
munity we love so much will surely die.” 
George Hart, sixty-seven, works much 
of the year in Edmonton and spends the 
rest in the once-grand Victorian house 
that’s been in his family since 1893. He 
seems to represent many of the space-
port  supporters when he says MLS “may 
be the last opportunity Canso will get 
to become a vibrant community again.”

More recently, though, the conver-
sation has started to change. As the 

 spaceport moves from pitch to real-
ity, skeptics have emerged, dividing 
Canso into  opposing blocs. Some have 
questioned the wisdom of launching 
rockets so near the edge of town and 
the e� ects of toxic rocket propellant on 
the community. And, lately, the anti- 
spaceport faction has begun ques-
tioning MLS itself, whose state-owned 
Ukrainian partners have spent the past 
thirty years dogged by business missteps 

and implications of scandal 
as they struggled to gain 
a foothold in the modern 
space economy.

Residents may be right to 
worry about rushing into an 
unproven venture. “The idea 
of a space-launch facility in 
Nova Scotia is great,” says 
Michael Byers, a professor 
at the University of British 
Columbia and co-director of 

the international Outer Space Institute. 
The problem, he warns, is the speci� c 
proposal that is now before them.

DURING the Cold War, the indus-
trial metropolis of Dnipro (then 
called Dnipropetrovsk), Ukraine, 

produced weapons of mass destruction 
for the USSR the way Detroit manufac-
tured cars. Two of the companies at the 
heart of this economy were the Yuzhnoye 
Design O�  ce and the Yuzhmash factory. 
The  latter employed more than 50,000 
people at its peak, earning Dnipro the 
nickname “Rocket City.”

When the Soviet Union collapsed, in 
1991, the closely entwined  companies 
and Dnipro went into an  economic nose-
dive. Yuzhnoye and Yuzhmash have sur-
vived to this day thanks to contracts for 
agricultural equipment and trolleys, all 
the while trying, with mixed success, 
to become players in the modern space 
industry.

In 2009, a much-hyped partnership 
between Yuzhnoye and Boeing to launch 
rockets from a � oating sea platform en-
tered bankruptcy protection, with the 
aerospace giant suing Yuzhnoye for 
breach of contract. In 2015, a decade-
in-the-making deal with Brazil to launch 
the Cyclone rocket’s predecessor, the 

Tsyklon-4, collapsed amid uncertainty 
that the project could ever make money. 
That failure came at the worst possible 
moment: the previous year, Russia in-
vaded Crimea, an autonomous republic 
in Ukraine, and lucrative contracts be-
tween Russian clients and the Ukrain-
ian companies fell apart. Employment at 
 Yuzhmash fell to barely 5,000 people, and 
Dnipro was among the fastest-shrinking 
cities on Earth.

Then, in 2017, nuclear nonprolifera-
tion expert Michael Elleman authored 
a report suggesting that North Korea had 
used Ukrainian engines in its ICBM tests. 
Elleman has a theory that underpaid em-
ployees helped smuggle Yuzhmash parts 
into North Korea and, in doing so, vio-
lated a raft of international sanctions 
and United Nations resolutions aimed 
at curbing nuclear-weapons develop-
ment. “I’ve spent a good amount of time 
in Dnipro,” Elleman says with a chuckle. 

“I know what the security procedures are 
around there.” Yuzhmash has denied any 
connection to North Korea.

After Yuzhnoye’s Brazil deal  imploded, 
the company needed new markets. It 
hired Matier — who, after his work with 
NASA, ran a US aerospace consultancy — 
to assess prospective launch locations in 
North America. The Canso  area was ul-
timately chosen thanks to its sparse popu-
lation, edge-of-everything location, and 
good connections to road, rail, and sea. 
As Ukrainian state-owned enterprises, 
Yuzhnoye and Yuzhmash couldn’t set up 
a launch site in Canada on their own. But 
Matier could. As a result, MLS was born.

The Ukrainian Cyclone-4M rockets, 
which are central to MLS’s spaceport 
plan, have been promoted as a brand-
new product, but a signi� cant portion 
of the design is more or less a tweak to 
Yuzhnoye and Yuzhmash’s decades-old 
Tsyklon rocket lineage. Matier prefers 
to call it “heritage hardware” — sturdy 
and reliable. It’s true that Yuzhnoye and 
Yuzhmash still enjoy a good reputation 
among some aerospace wonks: Elon 
Musk has called their Zenit his favour-
ite rocket (besides his own), and even 
Elleman praises its engineers, noting, 

“You’re going to get quite a good prod-
uct from them.” But the dated tech used 
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in the  Cyclone comes with a major lia-
bility that has become a sticking point 
in  Canso: a highly toxic fuel source, for 
the  rocket’s second stage, called un-
symmetrical dimethylhydrazine (UDMH). 
A space- industry mainstay for decades, 
UDMH is still used in many satellites and 
capsules, but it’s fallen out of favour as 
a rocket  fuel due to its extreme toxicity. 
In Canso,  UDMH has led to worries about 
 impacts to water, air, and soil.

Some residents, including � fty-year-
old Marie  Lumsden, have serious con-
cerns about launch-pad 
disasters and poisonous 
plumes —  anxieties that, 
she says, are heightened 
by the injustice of the pro-
ject  being “forced” on Can-
so. “I had this conversation 
with my partner,” Lums-
den says. “I think he’s 
found it difficult because 
it’s  completely taken over my psyche, 
you know? I wake up at night and it’s 
there . . . I feel my blood pressure  rising 
at the thought of something happening 
in those woods.”

The province’s environmental  approval 
for the spaceport was conditional upon 
MLS providing more information about 
its handling of dangerous goods and de-
veloping worst-case-scenario analyses 
for launch failures. That hasn’t assuaged 
critics. “Hydrazine is so twentieth cen-
tury,” says Byers from the Outer Space 
Institute. “If we’re going to build a launch 
 facility in Canada, let’s do it with  modern 
technology.”

MLS and its supporters have 
positioned the spaceport 
as a technological leap for-

ward for Canso, a twenty-� rst-century 
equivalent to the town’s old commercial- 
telegraph industry. As the closest point 
on mainland North America to Europe, 
Canso made a convenient landing point 
for subsea cables, and residents say that, 
from the 1880s onward, its cable industry 
was second only to its � shery. It’s  � tting, 
suggests Matier, for the town to embrace 
a spaceport and once again be at the fore-
front of globe-spanning  communications 
technology.

Today, since MLS has  environmental 
approval, the backing of government 
o�  cials, and is in negotiations to lease 
Crown land for the launch site, the only 
thing it needs is money. Matier says that, 
so far, MLS has stayed a� oat through sev-
eral modest rounds of private fundrais-
ing. But MLS has also lobbied  federal 
and provincial ministries, and in 2018, 
 Matier appeared before the House of 
Commons standing committee on � -
nance to make a case for government 
investment in Canada’s launch indus-

try — which so far consists 
solely of MLS.

According to Leena Pivo-
varova, a space- industry ana-
lyst with Cambridge- based 
Northern Sky Research, 
there’s little question that the 
next decade will see ramped-
up  demand for satellite 
launch sites, but she warns 

that the spaceport boom may already 
have entered the irrational- exuberance 
phase. “There’s a lot of money being 
poured in, from government to big in-
stitutions to venture capital,” she says. 

“We  already have a spaceport glut now, 
to be  perfectly honest.”

The United States has eleven licensed 
commercial spaceports, and only six have 
actually seen a launch. More are in the 
planning phases, including Georgia’s 
Spaceport Camden, the Colorado Air and 
Space Port, and farther a� eld, Space Hub 
Sutherland, near Scotland’s Atlantic coast. 
Spaceport America, one of the biggest and 
best-known commercial ventures, has 
been in the New  Mexico  desert since 2011. 
It’s seen launches but has been waiting 
for Virgin Galactic, its long- promised an-
chor tenant, to begin o� ering the world’s 
� rst suborbital passenger � ights. It, too, is 
looking into the satellite market.

The unknowns around the long-term 
viability of the satellite market may be 
why spaceports have been a tough sell 
to private investors — which is one rea-
son so many � ashy new projects, from 
SpaceX to Blue Origin to Virgin  Galactic, 
are the respective pet projects of billion-
aires Elon Musk, Je�  Bezos, and  Richard 
 Branson. It’s unclear  whether MLS, 
a small  startup relying on  distressed 

partners, will have the means and 
 reserves needed to  succeed in a crowded 
market. Matier says that MLS has already 
received  several expressions of inter-
est from companies seeking to launch 
satellites from Canso, but he refuses to 
 divulge any speci� cs.

MLS initially planned to break ground 
in fall 2018. That date has now been 
pushed back twice. As MLS waits to move 
forward, it seems that the divide between 
townspeople for and against the space-
port continues to deepen. Some Canson-
ians told me that only one other schism 
in living memory comes close: a par-
ticularly vicious 1970s labour dispute 
in the � shery that pitted family against 
family, many of which could trace their 
Canso ancestries back centuries. “There 
are families in this town who still don’t 
speak to each other because they were 
on opposite sides of that,” says eighty-
three-year-old June Jarvis. Likewise, 
she says, “if these [MLS] people fold up 
their tents and go away, there will be a lot 
of rancour.”

Jarvis promises that, if the spaceport 
is built, she’ll leave town and “buy, steal, 
or rent a little shack” close to her daugh-
ter’s home, in Nova Scotia’s more pros-
perous South Shore. She doesn’t believe 
in the rosy economic forecasts that MLS
has promised. Nor does she believe that 
the province’s environmental assess-
ment su�  ciently addressed the com-
munity’s concerns. Like Lumsden, she 
has fears of toxic contamination and 
exploding rockets.

Her vision for Canso is one of incre-
mental recovery: building up the an-
nual Stan Rogers Folk Festival, growing 
the outdoor tourism sector, even a “pet 
dream” of building an observatory on 
one of the high granite plateaus near 
 Fogarty’s Head. “People who think that 
someone from away has the answers,” 
she says, “don’t stop to think that, how-
ever industrious this person may be, he’s 
not here to look after us. He’s here be-
cause it serves his own interests.” 

MATTHEW HALLIDAY has written 
for the Globe and Mail, Hazlitt, and 
Chatelaine. He is the co-founder and 
executive editor of The Deep.
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O
n november 2, Edmonton’s Boot 
Scootin’ Boogie Dancehall was filled 
to capacity. Hundreds were there to 
vent their grievances — grievances 
stirred up by a series of speakers who 
lashed out at the federal government 

for everything from its habit of taking climate change 
 seriously to what one person called its “creeping social-
ism.” mAGA (that is, Make Alberta Great Again) merchan-
dise was sold, the Canadian flag was held upside down, 
and the CbC was roundly booed.

The rally was hosted by Wexit Alberta, a separatist 
group founded by Peter Downing that is calling for a ref-
erendum that would allow the province to break away 
from Canada. A former Mountie, Downing promised the 
packed room that his movement — now a federal political 
party — would excise “the parasite of eastern Canada off 
from our necks,” a sentiment finding new favour after 
the Liberal party was reelected without securing a single 

seat in Alberta or Saskatchewan. The Vote Wexit Face-
book page  today boasts over 250,000 members —  

 according to the Canadian Press, that number 
went from 2,000 on the night of the elec-

tion to nearly 160,000 by the following 
afternoon. On the same day, Alberta 

Premier Jason Kenney spoke of a con-
versation with Justin Trudeau in 

which he told the prime minis-
ter that the election results 
reflected a “profound sense 
of  alienation that must be 
taken  seriously. Many 

 Albertans feel betrayed.” 
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The New  
Separatists

The roots of western alienation date back generations.  
Here’s why the latest secession movement looks different

by max fawcEtt 
photography by brEtt gundlock



upper left 
The Enmax Calgary 
Energy Centre, on 
the outskirts of the 
city. The majority of 
the plant’s exhaust 
is steam from water-
cooling the natural gas. 

middle 
A man walks through 
downtown Leduc 
during a  
cold snap. 

right  
An aerial view of the 
Albertan prairies.
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If all this talk of western separation 
sounds familiar to some Canadians, 
that’s because they might have been 
around the last time it happened. In 
1980, lawyer and political activist Doug 
 Christie filled halls with angry Alber-
tans under the auspices of the Western 
Canada Concept — a political party that 
would actually win a seat in the provin-
cial legislature, in a 1982 by-election, be-
fore fading into irrelevance. Roger Epp, 
a professor at the University of Alberta 
who covered one of Christie’s meetings 
in November of that year, as a reporter 
for the Lethbridge Herald, says the sim-
ilarities are striking. “I remember the 
three- syllable, Trump-style chant — ‘free 
the West, free the West’ — that rocked the 
building whenever the crowd was roused, 
as it was again and again,” he noted in a 
recent piece for the Globe and Mail. “Even 
now, I cannot recall that night without an 
involuntary tingle in my spine.”

Then, as now, Alberta was  dealing with 
the consequences of an  oversupplied 
global oil market — prices fell from  
$35 (US) per barrel in 1980 to less than 

$10 (US) per barrel by 1986 — that would 
bring the province’s economy to its knees. 
Then, as now, the separatists were frus-
trated with a prime minister named Tru-
deau and the way his government treated 
their oil-and-gas industry. Then, as now, 
the separatists were led by a firebrand 
with conspicuous connections to the far 
right (Vice described Downing as a “right-
wing conspiracy theorist”  because of, 
among other things, his lobby group’s 
funding of a bulletin board that claimed 
current Prime Minister Trudeau was 

“normalizing pedophilia,” while Chris-
tie became known for defending neo-
Nazis and holocaust deniers in court). 
And then, as now, the separatists had 
a premier who both fanned the flames 
of western alienation and talked up his 
ability to contain them.

The similarities are striking, but the 
differences are also worth our attention. 
As Epp noted, the separatist movement 
in the 1980s was a mostly homegrown 
phenomenon, and it had only print and 
radio at its disposal. The current itera-
tion, amplified by social media, traffics 

in the familiar symbols of global popu-
lism, like yellow vests and mAGA hats, 
as well as many of the uglier ideas, like 
xenophobia, that those symbols stand for. 

“Aware or not of the darker tendencies of 
that populism,” Epp wrote, “it risks be-
coming the kindling for a bigger, more 
dangerous fire.”

That risk is real. Early last November, 
an Ipsos poll suggested that  separatist 
sentiment in the Prairies had reached 
record highs. According to that data, 
33 percent of Albertans and 27  percent 
of Saskatchewanians believe their 
province would be better off if it left 
 Canada —  according to some polls, that’s 
an increase of almost 10 percent from 
2018 and nearly double the number in 
2001. And, while it’s tempting to dismiss 
the movement, that’s one temptation 
Charles Adler, a popular western Can-
ada radio host, says we need to avoid. 

“If it stays subterranean, we’ll be fine. 
But if it evolves — as Quebec separatism 
did, as separatist ideology does all over 
the world — to the mainstream? Then, 
 Houston, we have a problem.”
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landlock ourselves voluntarily.” But he 
followed up by announcing that the prov-
ince would strike a panel to explore a “Fair 
Deal” for Alberta, one focused on ideas 
central to the Firewall Letter. “We are 
going to be very bold in imagining every 
way that we can assert ourselves,” he said.

For a government with an economy- first 
approach, this is an odd strategy. After all, 
it was the Parti Québécois’s 1976 election 
and subsequent drive for a referendum on 
independence that helped shift  economic 
power in Canada away from Montreal 
and toward Toronto. Hundreds of com-
panies, including Sun Life Financial and 
the Bank of Montreal, moved their oper-
ations south. As former McGill professor 
Reuven Brenner told the Financial Times in 
2014, “Montreal never recovered — there 
is no financial sector in the city.”

And the impact of flirting with separa-
tion pales in comparison to what would be 
visited upon Alberta if it were to  actually 
succeed in breaking away. Its ability to ac-
cess tidewater would  suddenly be medi-
ated by a country it had just separated 
from. The province’s debt would grow,  

FrustrAtion with Ottawa is a 
foundational part of Alberta’s pol-
itical culture. It was clear from 

the outset that federal politicians saw 
the west as a place to be exploited in 
any number of ways, a vision that was 
most famously articulated by John A. 
 Macdonald’s National Policy, a series 
of tariffs that protected manufacturing 
sectors in Ontario and Quebec from US 
competition —  building up industries in 
the east while opening the west (with the 
railroad and settlement) to create more 
customers for those industries. Frank 
 Oliver, the publisher of Edmonton’s first 
newspaper and a federal cabinet minis-
ter, claimed back in 1885 that the federal 
government’s treatment of the west was 

“despotism as absolute, or more so, than 
that which curses Russia.”

And, while the rise and fall of the West-
ern Canada Concept, in the early 1980s, 
was probably the most serious outbreak of 
western separatism to date, secessionist 
sentiments surged in the early 2000s with 
the Alberta Residents League, a group 
that lay the groundwork for the ideas still 

in circulation today. Those ideas were 
infamously articulated in the so-called 
Firewall  Letter, co-authored in 2000 by a 
collection of conservative Albertans that 
included Stephen Harper. Demands in-
cluded the province creating Alberta ver-
sions of the Canada Pension Plan and 
rCmP, collecting personal income tax, and 
taking full control of health care policy. 
The letter also pushed for  Alberta to keep 
the billions that it allegedly “loses” to Ot-
tawa in transfer payments. (The claim 
was that Alberta sent billions of dollars to 
Ottawa in taxes that weren’t spent on Al-
bertans but instead handed away to other 
provinces.) While then premier Ralph 
Klein dismissed the idea of separating 
from Canada, he was happy to give the 
Firewall Letter proposals a hearing at his 
party’s 2003 annual general meeting, po-
sitioning himself as the reasonable voice.

That appears to be Kenney’s strategy 
too. Last November, in a keynote address 
in Red Deer, he argued that separation 
isn’t the answer to Alberta’s problems: 

“I do not understand how the solution 
to a campaign to landlock Alberta is to 
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left A man wears a hat 
that reads “The West 
Wants Out” at a Wexit 
rally in Edmonton.  
This is a play on the 
slogan “The West 
Wants In” used by the 
Reform Party in 1988.

above A snowy owl 
sits on top of a power 
line near Cheadle.



likely because it would be forced to take 
on a proportional share of the federal 
debt as a condition of secession. That 
ad ditional burden could be measured in  
billions of dollars — and might have to 
be met, ironically, with the introduction 
of the sales tax Alberta politicians have 
resisted for so long. And the former prov-
ince would be on its own when it comes 
time to deal with the costs associated with 
cleaning up after the oil sands, an amount 
that internal documents from the Alberta 
Energy Regulator suggested could be as 
high as $260 billion. (The regulator later 
called that figure a “worst-case scenario.”)

Perhaps most importantly, the current 
iteration of Alberta separatism fails to 
reckon with the resistance of Indigen-
ous communities. “As chiefs, with our 
united voices and on behalf of our twenty-
two member nations — with clear con-
science — declare we are strongly opposed 
to the idea of separation from Canada,” 
Treaty 8 First Nations chiefs wrote in a 
joint statement. “Any process of sep-
aration which may take place without 
 maintaining the true spirit and intent of 

our treaty, and without the consent of our 
member  nations, would be contrary to 
constitutional and international law.” This 
is no small matter given that the treaties 
in question cover much of the province’s 
geography — including the oil sands.

But facts don’t seem to have the same 
influence that they used to, and the in-
herent irrationality of an idea — like, say, 
 Brexit — is no guarantee that voters will 
reject it. Populism, at its core, is an inver-
sion of Pierre Trudeau’s personal slogan 
of “reason over passion,” and explana-
tions that appeal to the former have no 
purchase on the latter. Yes, Alberta has 
the highest household incomes in the 
country (at least as of the 2016 census), 
but that data tends to be a lagging indi-
cator of what’s really happening in the 
economy — and it doesn’t account for the 
province’s high rates of suicide and per-
sonal insolvency. “All of that is interest-
ing if you’re a policy wonk,” Adler says 
of efforts to point out the flaws inherent 
in Alberta separatism, “but as far as the 
people who are struggling go, it doesn’t 
mean anything to them.”

LAst fAll, a team of University of 
Alberta researchers talked to more 
than 600 people across the prov-

ince as part of an ongoing project called 
Common Ground. According to Jared 
Wesley, a political-science professor and 
the principal investigator, it was an effort 
to uncover not what people  believed or 
felt about separatist sentiments but what 
they thought other Albertans believed or 
felt — and to reveal the bounds of what 
is politically acceptable.

Perhaps the most important finding is 
that Wexit sympathizers have a great deal 
in common with residents from places 
like Wisconsin, which continues to deal 
with the collapse of its manufacturing in-
dustry, and West Virginia, which has been 
crushed economically by the cratering 
price of coal. “Your grandfather’s west-
ern alienation was about Alberta being 
held back,” says Wesley. “But what we’re 
hearing from folks in these focus groups 
is that they feel like they’re being left be-
hind. That tells us that we shouldn’t be 
looking to lessons from previous genera-
tions of western Canadians for  solutions 
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above A For Sale sign, 
broken in half, on a 
farm near Cochrane.
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applaud a speaker  
at a Wexit rally in  
Red Deer.



here. We should be looking at what’s hap-
pening in coal country, the rust belt in 
the United States, and to a certain extent, 
what happened to Newfoundland with 
the closure of the cod fishery.”

That, he says, means economic initia-
tives alone won’t be enough to address 
the concerns that people have. “It’s not 
about positions or policies at this point. 
It’s all about anxieties and priorities.” In 
other words, it’s not enough to buy a pipe-
line and promise to put it into service 
when many  Albertans don’t believe the 
government that bought it actually sup-
ports the industry. And, while Trudeau 
has turned performative apologies into 
a political art form, he hasn’t yet found a 
way to connect with Albertans. “If it was 
simply a shopping list of things, at least 
then the federal government could try 
to work out some sort of compromise,” 
says Roger Gibbins, a senior fellow at the 
Canada West Foundation and its presi-
dent and Ceo from 1998 to 2012. “But, 
when it’s a deeper cultural belief in the 
failure of the national government, it’s 
harder to get a grip on that.”

Gibbins, who has studied western 
alienation for decades, doesn’t think 
 Albertans are ready to give up on Can-
ada yet. Neither, it seems, does Kenney. 

“I believe that, in their heart of hearts, the 
vast majority of them are Canadian patri-
ots,” he said during his Red Deer keynote 
address. Perhaps. But that didn’t stop the 
Fair Deal Panel his government launched 
from exploring a raft of policies, like the 
creation of an Alberta pension plan and 
the domestic collection of federal taxes, 
that could conceivably prepare the prov-
ince to secede from confederation. The 
panel held at least seven town halls be-
tween mid- November and the end of 
January and, as of this writing, is due to 
deliver its report to the government by 
March 31. And, while Wesley thinks that 
town halls could be good safety valves 
for the anger coursing through Alberta’s 
body politic right now, the idea of hold-
ing referendums is much more fraught. 

“You run the risk of unleashing forces 
that you might not be able to control,” 
Wesley says. “David Cameron thought 
he had a pretty good finger on the pulse 

of his party, if not the rest of the country, 
when he decided to hold a  referendum 
on Brexit.”

A referendum on Alberta’s relationship 
with the rest of the country feels prac-
tically inevitable at this point. But what 
makes the latest flare-up of Alberta’s sep-
aratist movement  especially dangerous 
is the probability that its oil-and-gas in-
dustry will never recover to the level it 
was at back in 2014, when oil last traded 
above $100 (US) per  barrel, much less 
chart new heights. Even oPeC sees de-
mand for oil peaking in less than twenty 
years. “The fight in 1980 was about policy 
jurisdiction and the distribution of non- 
renewable resource wealth,” Epp writes. 

“The stakes were not so existential.” 
And, as places like West Virginia (which 
gave Donald Trump the largest share of 
the vote in any state in the 2016 election) 
have shown, when the stakes are high 
enough, anything can happen — includ-
ing the previously unthinkable.

Max Fawcett is a former editor of 
 Alberta Oil and Vancouver magazines.
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A
lbertans are a fiery breed. For those of us  
who grew up in Alberta, it wasn’t  uncommon 
for family get-togethers to climb a few  decibels 
whenever the conversation turned to  politics. 

But political discussions in the province today are  angrier 
than I remember. With tens of thousands of people out 
of work and businesses closing, current debates around 
 climate change, pipelines, and carbon taxes are being 
construed by many residents as attacks on their identity 
and way of life. Many also don’t trust the current federal 
government to represent them. After last year’s election, 
the nearest Liberal MP is almost 700 kilometres from 
Edmonton. Everyone I know seems to have a  personal 
story about being affected by the shrinking economy.  
Is it any surprise that western separatists are back,  blaming 
Canada and the so-called eastern elites for their  economic 
difficulties? Albertans have talked about breaking up with 
the country before — separatist parties in the  province date 
back to the 1980s — but it was more political stunt than 
manifesto. Now, there’s a new urgency to the idea and 
a new word for the mood: “Wexit.” Leaving  Confederation 
has become, almost overnight, a mainstream topic. I went 
back to Alberta over December and  January to speak to 
members of the various separatist groups. It would be 
easy to fall back on stereotypes of Albertans and  vilify 
Wexiteers as resentful, oil-spoiled rednecks. Instead,  
I wanted to present their voices in an unbiased fashion, 
to let them air their grievances without judgment. The 
separatists often represent the extreme side of the issue, 
but their views don’t stray far from opinions you are  likely 
to hear in many homes across the province. 
—Brett Gundlock

Interviews have been edited for clarity and length.
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Kathy Flett, former 
interim leader of 
Wexit Alberta, recently 
joined the Freedom 
Conservative Party of 
Alberta. She is pictured 
in Red Deer.

“I would love to see an amicable separation when Alberta 
leaves Confederation — one where the rest of the country understands that 
this is what we have to do for us, for our kids, for future generations; where 
there isn’t animosity, there is no fight or pushback, and we are able to move 
forward, creating great working relations and great trade relations within 
that new structure. That’s what I would love to see. I don’t know if I will,  
but it’s definitely what we are going to work toward.”

Kathy Flett



“Let’s be honest: Wexit is, overall, pretty conservative. 
But, in our group, I know we have people who voted nDP, people from the  
lGbtQ community, people from First Nations communities, people who 
wouldn’t vote Conservative but would possibly vote for Wexit because they 
see the things that are wrong with our country. I was talking to a guy the 
other day, and he showed me his bank account. He was $800 in the hole. 
He can’t get any work. And there are a lot of people like him, who are scared, 
who don’t know what they are going to do, and they’re considering a lot of 
options that they wouldn’t consider in a normal state.”

Jake Eskesen is one 
of the organizers of 
Unify the West, whose 
primary goal is to unite 
separatist groups. 
He created a private 
chat platform to help 
nearly 2,500 members 
exchange ideas and 
coordinate strategy.  
He is pictured in 
Calgary.

Jake Eskesen



“Wexit strengthens Alberta’s 
 position in the federation. Quebec never separated,  
but it has gotten a lot of benefits based on the fact  
that it has a party that advocates seceding from  Canada. 
Having a stable and legitimate separatist  movement 
here would deter some of the federal policies that anger 
Albertans.”

Michael Wagner
Michael Wagner, 
author of Alberta: 
Separatism Then and 
Now, at his Edmonton 
home. Wagner is 
one of the most well-
known historians of the 
province’s secessionist 
movement.
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“There is just a complete 
 cultural and ideological divide between east and west. 
The only way they are going to heal that is if they radically 
decentralize the federal system. Unless that happens, you 
are going to have a divided country. It is going to break up, 
guaranteed.”

Darren Esayenko
At a Wexit rally in  
Red Deer, Darren 
Esayenko holds a 
flag designed for the 
Western Independence 
Party in the 1980s.  
He says he has been  
a western sovereignist 
since he was in  
his teens.
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“The first thing that we are going to do is not have 
 anything to do with the federal Firearms Act. It is garbage, it is gone.  
Our gun policy won’t outright ban anything, because we see firearms as 
 private property. A lot of people, especially left-thinking people, say,  

‘Guns are dangerous, they kill.’ Well, the vehicle that you drive is more  likely 
to kill somebody than the gun that I own. If I want to pack a firearm around 
my land, I am well within my rights to do so.”

Todd Brown

Todd Brown, who has 
written or influenced 
gun policy for various 
political parties, is 
writing Wexit’s 
legislation on firearms. 
He is pictured on his 
ranch in Winfield.



“When you take into account our lack of representation,  
our over-taxation, and the repression of our resource-wealth generation 
capacity, some Albertans view separatism as a last hope for the province.  
If we don’t break away from what is holding us back, we might never be  
able to be great again. Sovereignty and the right to govern ourselves —  
I think that’s what it comes down to.”

Sam Bell, administrator 
of a Make Alberta Great 
Again Facebook page, 
poses in downtown 
Edmonton following 
a Wexit rally at the 
provincial legislature. 
He says the Hawaiian 
shirt expresses 

“tongue-in-cheek 
support for global 
warming during cold-
weather snaps.”

Sam Bell



“We are moving with  momentum 
right now. We are capturing the hearts and minds 
of people across western Canada. We are speaking 
with  Indigenous people. Great conversations, great 
 dialogue. Wexit isn’t a left-wing versus right-wing issue. 
That, I think, is the big thing for progressive readers to 
 understand: this is not an ideological movement, despite 
the smears and fake stuff that is out there about me and 
our organization. What we are doing is in the interest of 
all western Canadians, whether they’re Indigenous,  
non-Indigenous, or immigrants.”

Peter Downing
Peter Downing (right),  
leader of Wexit Canada, 
photographed at  
a Wexit event in  
Red Deer.
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“Alberta sits on enough resources  
that, if managed properly, they could pay for our health 
care, our new government, police, education,  everything, 
and we’d have a surplus left over. But our oil  industry 
is desecrated. Nothing is left. Tens of thousands of 
people are losing  everything as we speak. We need to do 
 something. We are in trouble for a reason — we need to fix 
that. And it is not you and I we got to worry about, it is our 
kids we got to worry about. It is our neighbours’ kids we 
got to worry about.”

Jon Mihalich
Jon Mihalich, pictured 
at the Sands Inn and 
Suites in Edmonton. 
Mihalich is a member 
of The Myth Is Canada, 
a group that believes 
Canada’s constitution 
is invalid.
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   “Our focus is to demonstrate and show  Albertans 
that an independent Alberta could be massively prosperous. The risks 
of  leaving, we believe, are less than the risks of staying. And, when you 
 actually get down to brass tacks, there are huge benefits. Alberta would 
 literally become a little Dubai in North America.”

C. W. Alexander

C. W. Alexander, Alberta 
Independence Party 
board member, in his 
Calgary home.



MUrIEL shaW had always said the 
only way she’d leave home was 

“feet first.” For Shaw, a retired 
British Columbia  Institute of 
Technology clerk in her  eighties, 

home was a double-wide trailer in Coquitlam, in 
what her family describes as the “second-best 
 trailer park in British Columbia.” Shaw was living 
an independent life and had endured a  series of chal-
lenges, including the loss of her partner, in 1996, and 
breast cancer. She was proud to be in her own space 
and host friends and family. “Home is home” is how 
her youngest son, Chris Jarvis, explained it. Jarvis 
often travelled, but he would stop in to stay with 
his mother whenever he could. As Shaw got older 
and her health waned, another son moved in with 
her. This arrangement worked well until Christmas-
time in 2010. According to  Jarvis, as the holidays 
approached, Shaw didn’t seem herself: she was anx-
ious and confused — “just acting strange.” The family 
took her to the hospital.
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After Shaw was admitted, hospital staff 
decided to give her a capacity assess-
ment: a common evaluation adminis-
tered to people who seem disoriented. 
In many cases, these people are seniors. 
The goal of these assessments is to de-
termine whether a person has the ability 
to understand information and foresee 
the consequences of their actions or de-
cisions. Subjects are asked questions like, 

“What is today’s date?” and “What prob-
lems are you  having right now?” They 
may be asked about how they’d react 
to various scenarios: “What would you 
do if you had a fall at home?” or “What 
if there was a fire?” And, though these 
assessments are often given by doctors, 
the responses lead to a legal outcome 
rather than a medical diagnosis. If the 
assessor determines that a person is in-
capable of making some or all of their 
own decisions, a “certificate of incapab-
ility” can then be issued. These certifi-
cates have different names depending on 
the province, but they all have more or 
less the same result: from that moment 
on, some or all of a person’s autonomy 
may be taken away for good. 

Being deemed incapable means that a 
person’s life decisions — what they spend 
their money on, what health care they 
receive, where they call home — may be 
delegated to a trusted party. In some 
cases, that proxy is a family member; 
in others, it is the provincial public- 
guardian system, whose staff may meet 
with the person rarely, if ever. The sys-
tem is designed to protect against elder 
abuse and errors in judgment; it is an 
attempt to safeguard some of society’s 
most vulnerable, but it risks doing so at 
the cost of their liberties.

After her capacity assessment, Shaw 
was deemed incapable. (Jarvis said 
that she was showing symptoms con-
sistent with early-stage dementia.) 
The people around her immediately 
began trying to work out who would 
make decisions on her behalf. She had 
three children, and they had different 
ideas about what would be best for her. 
 Jarvis said that social workers and hos-
pital staff determined there was no suit-
able place for Shaw to live among her 
family, and though she wanted to  remain 

the matter, BC’s Public Guardian and 
Trustee (PGT) became involved. The BC 
PGT is a government- designated cor-
poration that steps in when there isn’t 
a family member or close friend avail-
able to take responsibility for a person 
deemed incapable. “If we’d had money 
and family harmony, this would not have 
happened,” Jarvis said. “It wasn’t ideal, 

but what was the alternative?” It was a 
development that would consume the 
next ten years of his life.

Shaw is not alone in spending her 
older years deemed incapable and living 
under the oversight of the PGT. In Alberta 
and BC respectively, public guardians 
reported 7,832 and 7,904 adult clients 
from 2017 to 2018. The Public Guardian 
in Ontario managed the finances of ap-
proximately 12,500 people in 2019, about 

at home, her care workers wouldn’t  
allow it.

After months in the transitional-care 
unit of a hospital, Shaw was moved to 
a long-term care facility. She  started 
 writing in a new journal there, in June 
2011. She seemed to want to make the 
best of her situation, and on the first 
page, she put down a rosy title for her 

 project: “New Beginning!” But her en-
tries outlined a growing list of concerns: 

“My small room lets me see outside, food 
is available etc, but I am still very sad 
and lonely,” she wrote. “Wish I could 
be home rather than in the hospital (or 
whatever this place is called!).”

While Shaw was getting acclimatized 
to her new living situation,  Jarvis and his 
siblings argued over how their mother’s 
money was being managed. To settle 
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half of whom were seniors. Billions of 
dollars — savings accounts, assets, pen-
sions — are managed by public guard-
ians across the country.

But, in recent years, auditors gener-
al and ombudspersons have raised con-
cerns about the inner workings of the 
 closely entwined capacity- assessment 
and public- guardian systems. In our 
country- wide patchwork of well- 
intentioned bureaucracies, some  seniors 
find that, once declared incapable, they 
are unable to challenge the decision. 
There has been case after case of mis-
managed finances and contested spend-
ing. In Ontario, the auditor general found 
that over $1 million of assets managed by 
the PGT was lost between 2015 and 2018 
because of staff mistakes. 
In one instance, a  packet 
containing nearly $650 
worth of jewellery was 
found in a PGT office, and 
employees had no idea 
which client it belonged 
to. Errors like this are not 
confined to one province: 
reviewers in PEI, BC, Al-
berta, and New Brunswick 
have all stated that their 
public trustees may not be 
properly protecting or ad-
ministering their  clients’  
finances.

It can seem like a great deal of atten-
tion is paid to other institutions that 
house vulnerable segments of the popu-
lation, such as children in daycares. But 
there’s no future in aging; there is next to 
no potential that a senior might one day 
cure cancer or be the next prime minister. 
Reform in elder care may be desperately 
needed, but it hasn’t been forthcoming.

DETErmInInG mental capacity 
can be a puzzle. To test for 
a  fever, medical staff can take 

a person’s temperature; for diabetes, they 
can do a blood test. Capacity, on the other 
hand, has no standard unit of measure-
ment. Trying to determine whether a per-
son is able to make their own decisions 
can be subjective and debatable. Some-
times, the practice may seem more like 
an art than a science.

In Canada, there is no universal 
assess ment or standardized system to 
determine capacity. Depending on the 
province or territory, capacity assess-
ments can be administered by a doctor 
or a nurse, a social worker or a psycholo-
gist, an occupational therapist or, in rare 
cases, a member of the clergy.

Some assessors may use what’s known 
as a Mini–Mental State Examination. In 
this evaluation, seniors are asked the 
month and the season. They are asked 
to spell “world” backward and forward 
and given a time limit of thirty seconds. 
They are asked what province they’re 
in, to repeat the phrase “no ifs, ands, or 
buts,” and to fold a piece of paper in half 
and put it on their lap or the floor. Other 

assessors may use 
the Montreal Cog-
nitive Assessment, 
in which the sub-
ject is asked to 
draw a clock face 
and to name as 
many words that 
begin with the let-
ter f as they can 
in one minute. 
Other patients 
may be assessed 
o n  a  ge ri at ri c - 
depression scale, 
where they are 

asked if they feel “pretty worthless” or 
if “it is wonderful to be alive.” 

Being on the receiving end of these 
questions can be rattling — but not an-
swering to the  assessor’s satisfaction 
can influence whether a person goes 
home at the end of the meeting. And, 
though these cognitive tests can offer 
clues about a person’s abilities, experts 
are raising concerns about the efficacy 
of these tools and caution that asses-
sors may be overrelying on them. Laura 
Tamblyn Watts, president and CEO of the 
seniors’ advocacy group CanAge, says 
that capacity should be thought of as 
more like a  dial: “People are more and 
less capable of doing some things and 
not others.” As she explains, many of 
us experience some level of uncertainty 
in our day-to-day lives; we all get con-
fused and ask ourselves questions like, 

Did I pay that bill already? Did I turn off 
the oven before I left home? But determin-
ing when  exactly these sorts of questions 
become a sign that some greater function 
has been lost is far from  straightforward. 
Even those with dementia don’t fully lose 
their faculties overnight. 

Capacity often comes in fits and spurts 
and can be influenced by health and en-
vironment. Problems with sleep or blood 
sugar, as well as common illnesses like 
urinary tract infections, can temporarily 
affect a person’s state of mind. Seniors 
with dementia may experience a phe-
nomenon known as sundowning, a de-
cline in function that occurs later in the 
day. And then there are the medications. 

“There is a massive overdrugging of sen-
iors in long-term care,” Tamblyn Watts 
says. According to the Canadian Foun-
dation for Healthcare Improvement, one 
in five people in long-term care is ad-
ministered antipsychotic drugs despite 
not having any diagnosis of psychosis. 
These drugs can increase fatigue and 
confusion and are known in the indus-
try as “chemical restraints.”

Maria Zorzitto, head of the geriat-
rics division at St. Michael’s Hospital 
in  Toronto, explains that there is often a 
desire to see capacity as “black or white.” 
But, in reality, Zorzitto says, “there’s quite 
a grey spectrum here.” How a person per-
forms on a capacity assessment can be 
influenced by whether they’ve recently 
experienced a  traumatic event,  whether 
they trust their assessor, or whether they 
are hard of hearing. Some senior ad-
vocates argue that people may even be 
found incapable without being  properly 
assessed by a doctor at all. Ruth Adria, 
a retired registered nurse in  Edmonton, 
says that she believes this was the case 
when a woman she knew — I’ll call her 
Martha — was deemed incapable over 
ten years ago.

As Adria tells it, Martha was eighty-
five and lived alone in her bungalow. She 
kept busy, filling her days with errands, 
tending to her backyard garden, and 
regularly stocking her basement with 
jars of homemade preserves. Martha 
had grown up an orphan in Europe and 
was well acquainted with looking out 
for herself.
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“I want my 
freedom!”  
she wrote.  

“I want out  
of this place!” 
She never did 

get out.



Then, one day, she hurt her foot and 
was admitted to her local hospital. Adria 
says that, while Martha was there, health 
care workers raised  concerns about her 
living conditions.  Martha never went 
home again. She lost control of her fi-
nances and was placed in a nursing home. 
According to documents that Adria saved, 
Martha’s bank account was billed $2,000 
per month for her new room — a shared 
space in which only a curtain separated 
her from other residents. Martha’s house 
was emptied, her preserves tossed into 
a dumpster.

Throughout the ordeal, Martha main-
tained that she was being  unfairly “locked 
up,” according to a letter she wrote to 
her doctor that Adria kept. Martha knew 
what was happening: she complained 
that she wasn’t allowed to attend Mass, 
that her only exercise was “walking the 
corridor aim lessly,” and she argued she 
would be better off at home. “I want my 
freedom!” she wrote. “I want out of this 
place!” She never did get out.

With so many complicating factors 
that can influence capacity, and with a 
person’s rights on the line, public watch-
dogs have continued voicing concerns 
about the quality of assessments. Adria 
now advocates for capacity assess-
ments to be recorded and transcribed 
so families can have access to the basis 
of their family member’s certificate of 
incapability. As it stands, many written 
assessments are vague, with little in-
formation about how conclusions were  
reached.

Registered nurse Alanna Kaye is well 
versed in the complexities of capacity 
assessments. When she first trained to 
become an assessor in Ontario, twenty-
five years ago, it was a week-long inten-
sive course, complete with role-playing 
and exams. Now, the training lasts three 
days — a length that could be seen as 
insufficient. “Because this is complex, 
the more practice you get, the better,” 
she says. 

In 2018, Ontario’s auditor  general 
found that outside experts “identi-
fied concerns in almost half of the as-
sessors they evaluated.” They cited a 

“lack of understanding of relevant legis-
lation; asking subjects questions that 

him to count them under the table, as she 
thought it uncouth to count money in the 
open. After the brief meeting, the asses-
sor unilaterally decided that Bob was in-
capable of handling his finances. They 
would be taken over by the Ontario PGT.

The full story came out only at the 
hearing. Alex Procope, a Toronto  lawyer 
who represented Bob and specializes 
in capacity, guardianship, and power 
of attorney, told me Bob had stopped 
paying his rent in protest — his landlord 
was failing to address a cockroach in-
festation in his apartment. Procope has 
represented hundreds of clients before 

the Consent and Cap-
acity Board and says situ-
ations like this are more 
common for capacity rul-
ings concerning  property. 

“ [Landlords] will try to get 
the PGT  [involved] because 
they think they’ll have an 
easier time getting their 
rent,” he says. 

The assessor later ad-
mitted her testing was in-
fluenced by the sense that 
she was on “a rescue mis-
sion” to prevent Bob from 
being evicted and that 
the PGT would help him 
straighten out his finances. 
The board deemed Bob 
capa ble, noting that the 
assessor “may have had 

the best of intentions” but that, in her 
short meeting with Bob, she had “made a 
number of assumptions that were proven 
erroneous.” Bob was lucky: he regained 
control over his bank account and his life.

Another Ontario case involved a 
ninety- five-year-old widow who lived 
alone and was prone to falls. In 2014, 
a nurse she had never met conducted a 
forty-minute interview and, as part of 
the questioning, asked what would hap-
pen to the woman if she stayed at home. 
The ninety-five-year-old responded,  

“I guess I will just live ’till I die” — an 
 accurate, if blunt, statement. The nurse 
deemed the woman incapable of de-
ciding where she should live. The Con-
sent and Capacity Board later found the 
 opposite to be true.

lacked sufficient depth; not explaining 
why they found the subject incapable; 
and not meeting any of the require-
ments for completing an assessment.” 
The  auditor concluded, “There is risk 
that the Public Guardian is assuming 
 authority for managing the finances of 
people who are in fact capable of doing it  
themselves.”

IT’s nOT hard to imagine why a per-
son deemed incapable may want to 
dispute the decision. But a person’s 

options for challenging a certificate of 
incapability and the PGT’s involvement 
depends on what 
province they call 
home. The most- 
referenced ex-
ample of a gold 
s t a n d a r d ,  O n -
tario’s Consent 
a n d  C a p a c i t y 
Board, was creat-
ed in 1996 but re-
mains a rarity in 
Canada — a similar 
body exists  only in 
the Yukon. 

If a person ob-
jects to a capacity 
decision in On-
tario, the board 
will convene with-
in seven days. Ap-
plication forms 
are available online, or a person can 
call a toll-free number for help. There 
is no cost for a hearing. Importantly, the 
board’s panel will go to the person chal-
lenging the decision — according to Lora 
Patton, vice-chair of the board, it has met 
in hospitals, libraries, and nursing homes.

One hearing concerned a sixty-nine-
year-old man. Bob (not his real name) 
was given a capacity assessment in 2012, 
after his landlord complained to a  social 
worker that he had stopped paying rent. 
The assessor, with scant knowledge of 
Bob’s medical, financial, or personal 
 history, met him in a Tim Hortons one 
evening and noted that he was “vague” 
in his responses to her questions. The as-
sessor said Bob failed to accurately count 
some coins she gave him—she had asked 
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Just because 
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According to Ontario’s auditor  general, 
the board has come to a different con-
clusion than the original assessor in 
80  percent of cases it has heard concern-
ing people’s ability to manage their own 
finances. In British Columbia, as in many 
other provinces, there is no such tribu-
nal to review an assessor’s conclusions. 
In a 2013 report, the province’s ombud-
sperson noted that, in most cases, a per-
son issued a certificate of incapability has 
only two options: they can request a re-
assessment at their own cost, or they can 
put up an expensive fight in court. The 
BC ombudsperson urged the Ministry of 
Justice to set up an  independent tribunal 
for appeals, though it has not yet done so.

These institutions are not something 
every senior will encounter. PGT involve-
ment in particular can be more likely for 
people who lack willing caregivers, those 
without prior written plans, or those with 
families who are in disagreement. Mur-
iel Shaw fit into the latter two categories.

When Shaw first moved into her nurs-
ing home, she received statements from 
the PGT listing her monthly income: her 
work pension and old-age security. The 
PGT also noted the fees it was deducting, 
which in BC is 4 percent of a person’s 
 annual income plus a percentage of their 
pension. (The PGT can  also deem it ne-
cessary to sell a person’s home and will 
collect 4 percent of the sale price.)

But Jarvis said that, as time went on, 
his mother’s financial statements stopped 
arriving. Shaw’s notebook contains an 
ever-growing list of items she wanted 
to buy — Band-Aids, a flashlight, brown 
socks — and a desire to figure out her fi-
nances. “Find out amount in bank,” she 
wrote. “What do I own?” Jarvis said that 
the lack of communication frustrated 
and confused his mother. “She lost con-
trol of her sovereignty by not  having 
control of her own money. It made her 
angry,”  Jarvis said. (The PGT told me that 
it doesn’t comment on  specific cases but 
added that, “if assets are secure and the 
adult is able,” it will try to minimize its 
involvement in day-to-day decisions like 
shopping and entertainment.)

The lack of communication made 
 Jarvis angry too. He spent years trying 
to explain his and his mother’s concerns 

to the PGT and described a Kafkaesque 
struggle with a faceless bureaucracy 
 featuring frequently changing staff mem-
bers and a long list of unanswered ques-
tions, unilateral decisions, and refusals 
to grant even the simplest expenditures. 
The PGT used Shaw’s money to buy her 
a wheelchair, but Jarvis argued that they 
didn’t research the most cost- effective 
model. He said that a PGT representative 
would visit his mother once a year, but 
in his opinion, that was not enough time 
for them to understand her situation. Jar-
vis wanted out of the  arrangement, but 
he felt there was no way for the family 
to take back control of his mother’s fi-
nances without getting mixed up in an 
expensive legal battle.

Jarvis told me that, throughout the ex-
perience, no one in his family was proper-
ly consulted about what might be best for 
his mother. Nor, for that matter, was she. 
As time progressed and Shaw’s health 
deteriorated, her notebook entries ap-
peared to reflect this. The pages were 
punctuated with scribbles and rips, and 
it’s evident that she often became con-
fused. “What day is it today?” she asked 
in one entry. “I am mixed up as usual.” 
But even so, her unhappiness with the 
situation was clear: “I am sad to have 
reached the end of my life like this.”

Situations like that of Jarvis and Shaw 
are not isolated incidents. I met with Kris 
Schmuland at a coffee shop in Vancou-
ver. His mother, Mary Rose, had been 
living in a nursing home when she was 
deemed incapable and her finances 
turned over to the PGT. He said that, 
once the PGT became involved, he had 
to go through a tedious process of seek-
ing permission to help his  mother buy 
herself items —  lotions, clothing, supple-
ments — and these requests were often 
turned down. Mary Rose had suffered 
a stroke and was not able to speak, but 
Schmuland spent a long time believ-
ing that his mother was still capable of 
 making her own decisions. Even so, he 
had no means to appeal Mary Rose’s as-
sessment. “Battling a legal team of the 
best lawyers in the province?” he asked. 

“I don’t have money like that.”
Schmuland would often bus or hitch-

hike to visit Mary Rose at the care homes 

she was placed in across the Lower Main-
land. He wanted his mother to spend the 
last of her money on her own comforts. 
The Christmas he knew would be her 
last, he went all out. He bought a Christ-
mas train and strung paper snowflakes 
from dental floss in front of her window. 

“There were lights and elves and stuff 
hanging everywhere,” he told me, near 
tears. He wanted to “make sure her life 
was as pleasant and as beautiful as pos-
sible until she passed away.” The PGT, 
he said, didn’t make that easy.

In my COnvErsaTIOns with doctors 
and lawyers over the course of two 
years, one word came up repeatedly: 

“paternalism.” When the state or a family 
member is given the power to make de-
cisions on another’s behalf, they inevit-
ably run the risk of substituting their own 
values for those of their charge. “It’s a 
fundamental right to protect a person’s 
autonomy,” says Kim Whaley, a trusts 
and estates lawyer in Toronto, “but you 
also want to balance that against  whether 
a person is vulnerable and needs protec-
tion. It’s a fine balance.”

Jarvis told me a story that seems indic-
ative of this conflict. When his mother 
was living on a fixed income, she dis-
covered that her poodle was dying. She 
spent around $700 on veterinary bills, 
though her dog’s life was prolonged 
 only a few days. Was Shaw’s spending a 
foolish  decision that ought to have been 
prevented for her own sake? Did she 
understand the consequences? These 
are the questions a capacity assessment 
tries to answer, but whether there is a 
correct answer is up for debate.

Samir Sinha, director of geriatrics for 
Sinai Health System and the University 
Health Network in Toronto, says that, for 
doctors, the desire to protect a patient 
can be overwhelming and can sometimes 
lead to overreach. “You pledge to do no 
harm,” he says. “It’s so deeply ingrained.” 
Still, he’s concerned that ageism can af-
fect decisions: “People are more likely 
to infantilize older people. Just because 
they’re old doesn’t mean they’ve lost 
their right to make those decisions.”  After 
all, people have the right to make mis-
takes, spend frivolously, and live in less 
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than stellar conditions — this includes all 
manner of hoarders and misfits. 

But even so, many would agree there 
comes a time when the state must inter-
vene to protect a person. “In some in-
stances,” Whaley says, “I say we’re not 
paternalistic enough.” Through her dec-
ades of practice, she’s seen countless in-
stances of elder abuse — horrible cases 
where a person’s health care is  neglected 
or their bank accounts are drained by 
family members or scammers. Accord-
ing to the National Survey on the Mis-
treatment of Older Canadians, nearly 
250,000 seniors were victims of finan-
cial abuse in 2015, and millions of dol-
lars have been lost to scams or fraud. Do 
we not have an obligation as a society, 
Whaley wonders, to be aware and assist 
when a person is vulnerable?

These ethical questions are becoming 
more pressing. It is projected that there 
will be more seniors in Canada than chil-
dren by next year, and the population 
of people over eighty is set to double 
by 2036. It’s estimated that more than 
1.5 million Canadians are now well past 
the average age of mortality, and as such, 
they have likely outlived most of their 
friends, colleagues, and siblings. Many 
have moved beyond their sunny retire-
ments into the final phase of their lives. 
As part of their care, many will be pushed 
toward nursing homes, regardless of their 
own preferences. “The biggest indignity 
faced by many older people is losing 
the right to live independently in their 
home,” says Marshall Swadron, a  Toronto 
lawyer who, for over thirty years, has 
represented clients whom he describes 
as “allegedly incapable.” “Some people 
are very proud of their homes, their in-
dependence, their ability to decide who 
comes in and who doesn’t — all of which 
you lose when you’re in any kind of in-
stitutional setting.”

In BC, the Office of the Seniors Advo-
cate surveyed nursing-home residents 
and found that nearly half don’t want 
to be there. About the same amount say 
they don’t have any close friends in the 
facility. At some point, as one advocate 
told me, many seniors in nursing homes 
end up looking “like flowers with droop-
ing heads.”

Incantation
By Sadiqa de Meijer

Cider light of spring
perforates the maples —

they bloom in tight vermilion packets
that the squirrels chew, discard.

Fabric of small aggregates of families,
pushbikes, buckets, stuffies.

Single thunder of the metal slide undenting.
The mothers clutch coffees, they wave and relate.

I’m not quite right.
One hand pushes the swing, the other holds an open book,

paper valley of an elsewhere.
And an axe, Kafka said — 

love, I recalibrated all catastrophes
when you were born,

and they were worse — 
the sloping lines I read

in gulps while automatically repeating
wheeeeeee

as you fly elliptically out
of my attention, which should be undivided, but is

skulking for the possibility
that words

could suddenly align the elements — 
then every gesture

has a choreography: rope climber in its tilted
orbit, woman emptying

a shoe of sand, fledgling
robin’s skimming flight — and I’m

forgiven, bookish, motherly, because the weave,
made visible, leaves nothing out,

not even you, not even me.
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But, as Sinha points out, the sys-
tem that’s been created to protect sen-
iors can also work to support them — to 
see them as individuals with their own 
preferences and desires. He tells me a 
story about Josephine, a patient he got 
to know well.  Josephine was blind and 
bed ridden, and doctors wanted to place 
her in a nursing home — a decision she 
vehe mently opposed. Some assessors 
may have seen Josephine as a woman in-
capable of deciding what was in her best 
 interest. But, in this case, she kept her 
auto nomy. Josephine stayed in her apart-
ment and received government- funded 
visits from caregivers. She would lie in 
bed for most of the day and listen to her 
radio. To some, it may have appeared to 
be an awful way to live. To Josephine, it 
was the best life possible.

Advocate Laura Tamblyn Watts points 
to examples like this as evidence that 
a more supportive model is possible, 
one that doesn’t strip a person of their 
decision- making ability. “We always 
want to make sure that we are only re-
moving the civil rights of the person 
to the smallest degree that need be,” 

she says. Lately,  some advocates have 
been promoting a “supported decision- 
making model” where seniors receive 
help understanding the consequences 
of their decisions and come to solutions 
alongside a team. The process is col-
laborative; it doesn’t rely on someone 
 making decisions on the senior’s behalf. 
This kind of process takes time, training, 
and trust, and not all seniors today have 
trustworthy advocates willing to work 
with them on such a level. Despite the 
challenges involved, Tamblyn Watts says 
the goal should always be to ensure that 
each senior’s personhood is respected 
for as long as possible.

ThE End of all our stories is the 
same: we die. But how we spend 
our final years matters. I first met 

Jarvis long after his mother was admit-
ted to long-term care. Shaw’s “new be-
ginning” was over, and her health had 
continued to wane. She was on multiple 
medications, and her mind was often 
swarmed with fleeting thoughts that, like 
fireflies, dimmed and flitted away. Her 
notebook was long forgotten. 

Jarvis told me he had one regret: that 
the PGT had ever become involved in 
his family’s affairs. He felt that, rather 
than relieving the stress that age and ill-
ness brought to both his mother and his 
family, the PGT had made her decline 
all the more painful. Through tears, he 
told me that he was planting sunflowers 
in a window-box at his mother’s nurs-
ing home. He planned to use them at  
her funeral.

Muriel Shaw died last January. I met 
with Jarvis a few weeks afterward, at his 
home in Coquitlam. Her funeral had yet 
to be arranged, and her family members 
were trying to find a way to gather. I asked 
about the flowers in the window, and 
Jarvis told me they wouldn’t be  making 
it to her funeral after all. “I let the sun-
flowers die,” he said. It was near the end 
of the season, he concluded. And be-
sides, they didn’t get the care and atten-
tion they needed. ❀

Sharon J. riley is an Alberta-based 
 investigative journalist with The Narwhal. 
Her work has also appeared in Maison-
neuve, Harper’s, and Alberta Views.

“i  m a d e  t h i s  b l a n k e t 
f o r  t h e  s u r v i v o r s ,

a n d  f o r  t h e  c h i l d r e n  w h o  n e v e r  c a m e  h o m e ; 
f o r  t h e  d i s p o s s e s s e d ,  t h e  d i s p l a c e d  a n d  t h e 

f o r g o t t e n .  i  m a d e  t h i s  b l a n k e t  s o  t h at  i  w i l l 
n e v e r  f o r g e t—s o  t h at  w e  w i l l  n e v e r  f o r g e t.”

—Carey Newman, author and master carver

“i  m a d e  t h i s  b l a n k e t 
f o r  t h e  s u r v i v o r s ,

a n d  f o r  t h e  c h i l d r e n  w h o  n e v e r  c a m e  h o m e ; 
f o r  t h e  d i s p o s s e s s e d ,  t h e  d i s p l a c e d  a n d  t h e 

f o r g o t t e n .  i  m a d e  t h i s  b l a n k e t  s o  t h at  i  w i l l 
n e v e r  f o r g e t—

—Carey Newman, 

““read this book. share it. live it. 
Most of all, honour its call to better relations, now and in the future.”

—Daniel Heath Justice (Cherokee Nation), 
author of Why Indigenous Literatures Matter

9 7 8 1 4 5 9 8 1 9 9 5 5  $ 3 9 . 9 5  h c

See the full-length documentary, picking up the pieces: 
the making of the witness blanket,

presented in partnership between Carey Newman, 
M1 Films and The Canadian Museum for Human Rights.

Email permissions@humanrights.ca

the age of surrender 47



48 go sell it on the mountain



O ne afternoon in 2017, 
while visiting Alberta’s 
Banff Centre for Arts and 
 Creativity, I took shelter 
from the rain in Glyde 

Hall, the visual-arts building. Deep in 
the basement, near the ceramic and 
paper-making studios, I came across 
something odd.

Rock, from the nearby mountains, 
was coming out of the floor. Not a wee 
chunk but a huge shelf of limestone, tall 
and wide enough for at least six people 
to climb onto without feeling  crowded. 
This, in the middle of a workspace. 
Embed ded in the rock, I later learned, 
are around 300-million-year-old fossils: 
stromatoporoids from a reef environment 
of the Paleozoic era, back when Banff 
was undersea. Tectonic forces brought 
the limestone up to where it is now. What 
I was  seeing was an architectural hack: 
they built the basement around the rock 
to save having to blast through it. But the 
effect was deeper and weirder, science- 
fictional, as if the rock had pushed into 
the building like the Blob, oozing through 
a crack in the floor.

This sense, nature as animated and 
commanding attention, has helped 
make Banff Centre one of the  premier 

 arts-and-culture institutions in the world. 
Hundreds of artists, of every school and 
discipline, come through here every 
year — some by invitation, most as appli-
cants — to escape urban life, figure things 
out, and get to work. There’s a residence, 
a library,  rehearsal halls, and theatres. 
There is a gym. There are yoga classes. 
There are places for students to eat and 
areas, like Glyde Hall, where they can 
create and exhibit the results. Lodged in 
a national park in the Rocky Mountains, 
Banff is supposed to be cut off from the 
real world, the better to act as crucible for 
inspiration. Weather rolls in as metaphor. 
The air is scrubbed clear, and something 
new is set in  motion: country music, ab-
stract paintings, ceramic bowls,  sonnets, 
one-act plays, avant-garde sculptures, 
the odd theatrical wig — all the fine things 
that artists can produce when free from 
distraction. Notable alumni over the 
years range from Yann Martel and Joni 
 Mitchell to  Bruno Gerussi and Claudia 
 Rankine, Guy  Maddin to John Luther 
 Adams.  Artists have to make a  living, 
but Banff, for me, has  always looked like 
a place where that fact can be postponed, 
 briefly, in the act of creation.

The link between nature and crea-
tivity is an old idea and one on which 
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Banff Centre’s reputation is based. The 
site is significant: the campus is in the 
 middle of rugged, whitewater wild-
life. It’s a mood, as if the mountains are 
 closing in on you. Nothing fatal, just dark 
and weird: Twin Peaks for cellists and 
painters. Those surroundings provide the 

“ peculiar mental background” — isolation, 
stark  weather — that Stephen  Leacock 
believed Canadians shared and that, for 
generations, has been a boon to  writers 
and artists. About a ten-minute walk 
away, in the town itself, is a main drag 
whose gift shops sell fridge  magnets, 
e x p e n s i ve  A rc ’t e r y x 
jackets, dream  catchers, 
and stuffed rainb ow 
poo-emojis. Tour buses 
egest people dressed too 
warmly for mild  weather. 
Last year, the town con-
sidered a ban on back-
yard bird feeders as they 
become food sources for 
bears. With its faux–Gold 
Rush architecture, Banff 
is a quasi–theme park in 
which  nature, often red 
in tooth and claw, lurks 
just behind a theatrical 
curtain. Same with Banff 
Centre — which you’ll find 
up the hill on Wolverine 
Street, past the old cem-
etery — where Newfoundland writer  Joan 
Sullivan was charged, she once told me 
half-proudly, by an elk.

I went to Banff over two years ago to 
see what was behind a rebranding of 
the famous arts centre. While the idea 
of the solo artist in a quiet studio was 
still relevant, Banff now wanted to be 
the place to teach artists how to be entre-
preneurs, to brand themselves. In other 
words, there appeared to be  another 
idea being built around the living rock 
of the mountain: commercial success. 
This  involves promoting, teaching, and 
nurturing the business smarts of the art-
ists; not shielding them from the working 
world but  preparing them for it.  Classical 
musicians, depending on the program, 
are coached on everything from  building 
marketing and business plans to the in-
tricacies of touring.

When she started, Price was quick 
out of the blocks. Thirty-three jobs 
 terminated in her first year (about 8 per-
cent of the centre’s staff ). “The Banff 
 Centre” became “Banff Centre for Arts 
and Creativity”; after much consulta-
tion, they’d decided to lose “The.” The 
centre’s  mission, for Price, is simple: she 
wants Banff to be the global leader in 
arts and culture. Not a global leader but 
the global leader (as if this is where the 
missing article from the centre’s name 
wound up). She got pushback from her 
team. How could they claim such a thing? 

“Guys, you’re being so Canadian,” she 
told them. “People can take us to  account 
or not. Enough of this constant mushing 
down of what’s supposed to be aspira-
tional, an accurate, bold statement of 
what you want to be.” 

So she’s hoping for big projects to carry 
the Banff name. Case in point would be 
Pepperland, an idiosyncratic modern- 
dance musical adapted from the  Beatles 
album Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club 
Band and presented by Banff  Centre, 
in 2018, with seventeen international 
partners, including the Sony Centre (now 
Meridian Hall) in Toronto, the City of 
Liverpool in the UK, and  Krannert  Center 
for the Performing Arts at the University 
of Illinois. Not addressed in the dance 
musical’s marketing is a question that 
wants answering in a world where young 
Canadian artists struggle for attention 
and resources: Why take on a project 
created by an American choreographer 
and an American composer, neither of 
whom worked on it at Banff?

On that score, according to Price, 
I am missing the point. “Well, I don’t 
see a problem,” she says. “For me, it’s 
a combination of working with an import-
ant partner in Toronto who is also trying 
to bring international dance to the city.” 
Furthermore, “It’ll be com pletely sold out, 
and the Banff name will be  attached to 
it.” In short, Pepperland is good business.

Business is a word that Price tends to 
favour. As she said last year in a  release 
announcing the extension of her  contract 
to 2023, “One thing I always like to re-
mind people is what a big business the 
arts are. When you factor in film and 
digital, our sector is bigger than the 

None of this changed the underlying 
purpose of Banff Centre for artists: to be 
amazed, and not a little spooked, by the 
sublime, by the unknown, by that which 
startles the impressionable. “They meet 
other artists, they think about their art 
and commune with nature,” says Janice 
Price, president and Ceo of Banff  Centre 
since March 2015 and the main driver 
 behind its new image. “But I don’t know 
any artists who are not doing the work 
for an audience.” Price knows something 
about the kind of audience artists often 
crave. Before coming to Banff, she was 

head of Toronto’s 
Lu m i n at o  Fe s -
tival, a kind of cul-
ture-crawl which, 
every June, brings 
theatre, film, and 
art installation 
to public and pri-
vate spaces. She 
was  also interim 
executive director 
of Lincoln Center 
for the Performing 
Arts in  Manhattan, 
home to the Met 
Opera — and argu-
ably the Bucking-
ham Palace o f 
North American 
arts centres.

Banff Centre, Price suggests, has ambi-
tions too. It is interested in artistic entre-
preneurship on an international scale 
and in being noticed. In this context, that 
means producing art that can raise ap-
proving eyebrows in not just Calgary but 
Berlin and New York. (As an example, 
there’s Betroffenheit, a dance-theatre 
piece on trauma and loss that Van couver 
choreographer Crystal Pite developed at 
Banff in 2014 before eventually  taking it 
to London, England, where the  Guardian 
called it “raw and riveting.”) To that 
end, I was told in a communications 
brief, “every artist and arts adminis-
trator needs to be an entrepreneur, to 
understand how to create great work, 
find an audience, find a donor base, and 
propel that work to Canadians and the 
world. That’s what we are teaching at  
Banff Centre.”

“The world  
can still 

crush them, 
or they can 

burn out, but 
nonetheless, 
a place like 
Banff really 

validates  
what they  
are doing.”
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forestry, fishing, and auto  industries 
 combined. It is a big economic  driver in 
this country.” Fair enough. But is Pepper-
land what Banff ’s founders had in mind 
when they built a wilderness arts centre?

Banff Centre was founded, in 
1933, as a summer drama school. 
Instruction in visual arts soon fol-

lowed, and students would troop into the 
woods and mountains to take down the 
landscape in oils. A. Y. Jackson, of the 
Group of Seven, taught painting at Banff 
from 1943 to 1949. Donald Cameron, one 
of Banff ’s early directors, wrote in 1956 
that the centre “could be the Salzburg 
of America” — referring to the Austrian 
city considered one of Europe’s fine-arts 
hubs. “As one surveys those  majestic 
hills the atmosphere becomes at once 
peaceful and serene, a shield against the 
 grinding abrasions of a mechanized and 
discordant age.”

It’s a romantic idea that Banff  Centre 
eventually outgrew. The  centre cur rently 
gets $21.78 million a year from the Al-
berta government and $2.62  million from 
 Ottawa, and it holds over $41  million in 

endowments. It runs leadership-training 
programs for governments, corporations, 
and nGos. It also runs a popular Outward 
Bound–style program called Founda-
tions of Purpose, in which high achiev-
ers face down fears, go into the wild, and 
encounter the complexity of nature. The 
dining hall serves 90,000 meals a year, 
 going through 300   kilograms of onions, 
250 kilograms of carrots, 380 litres of 
2 percent milk, and 50 kilograms of 
chicken breasts a week. While we’re 
on numbers, residency stays for art-
ists can cost — depending on  program 
and length of stay — several thousand 
 dollars in  tuition. (A five-week workshop 
for opera musicians, for instance, will run 
you $5099.69 plus GSt.) But most pro-
grams are eligible for up to 100 percent 
in subsidy from Banff Centre, which in 
2018 spent $3.9  million covering scholar-
ships and tuition for students who didn’t 
have that kind of money. (The median 
annual income of a Canadian artist in 
2016, according to the Canada Council, 
was $24,300.) That’s 60  percent of the 
student body covered, fully or  partially, 
according to the latest annual report.

Given the stakes, the  entrepreneurial 
focus seems, at least in part, directed to 
potential donors: donors who want to 
feel their money is being well spent, that 
the investment is of value. But the pro- 
branding pitch also conjures  Cameron’s 

“discordant age.” The point of Banff, his-
torically, has been to look away from 
the world to the mountains. This idea 
of an art-of-the-wild is what  Northrop 
Frye partly had in mind, in 1965, when he 
wrote of Canada’s “ garrison  mentality.” 
There is, he argued, a cultural urge, from 
colonial times, for “small and isolated 
communities” to build walls against 
nature’s hostility. In Banff, it’s hard not 
to see, in literal terms, what Frye was 
 banging on about: here’s a place where 
you can confront the dark roots of col-
onial Canada, that which is created from 
some kind of romantic,  nostalgic terror.

But then, even in Frye’s time, the 
idea of art inspired by nature was seen 
as  only part of the story. Takao Tanabe, 
who ran the visual arts program at Banff 
from 1973 to 1980, wanted professional 
art students to come through the Banff 
programs: those interested in modern 
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form and technique. I asked him if his 
 students found inspiration in being Can-
adian, in the nature at Banff, and he 
laughed. “I don’t know what you mean 
by Canadian!” he said. “I mean, some 
of the team were national, international 
types — they certainly did admire the 
mountains, but that wasn’t the focus 
of their work or their ideas.” So Price’s 
global focus is nothing new.

Harvey Locke is a photographer and 
conservationist who lives in the town of 
Banff. The area, he says, “is a powerful 
place, and that’s what artists who are 
open to the energy feel when they come 
here, and that’s what helps them create 
great art.” So, when talk turns to globaliz-
ation, the buzzword that Banff seems to 
be inviting into its mission, Locke takes 
a step back. “Does that mean,” he asks, 

“following trends and patterns that are 
being cooked up in global media  centres, 
let’s say New York or Tokyo or some 
other place? Or are you talking about rel-
evance to the globe and what you offer 
the world? Those are two different con-
versations.” In other words, if Banff ’s 
goal is to be like other urban arts centres, 
then “it’s just an inconvenient place to  
get to.”

Yann Martel, whose novel Life of Pi 
won the Booker Prize in 2002, was in his 
thirties, pre-fame, when he first came to 
Banff to write. “Sometimes you look at 
people’s careers,” he says, “and it looks 
preordained. And it really isn’t. You give 
up, even if you have talent. The indiffer-
ence of the world can grind you down.” 
The world, he says, mostly tells you it 
doesn’t need another novel, doesn’t need 
another painting, doesn’t need another 
composition. And, still, creators go to 
Banff. “What happens afterward,” he 
says, “is the world can still crush them, 
or they can burn out, but nonetheless, 
a place like Banff really validates what 
they are doing.” In other words, there 
really is no marketplace for art in advance 
of the  accident of success. And success 
can’t be taught. Art can be created in the 
right environment and then dispatched 
to the market, where something might 
happen, but the process has never been 
predictable. So why teach artists to be 
entrepreneurs?

Where Banff Centre, located  
on Treaty 7 land, is ar guably 
most progressive — high- profile 

partnerships aside — is in producing and 
funding Indigenous art and in educating 
political and business leaders on justice, 
as it did with a Truth and Reconcilia-
tion  Summit in October 2016. Reneltta 
 Arluk, a  theatre artist of Inuvialuit, Dene, 
and Cree descent, was  appointed the 
director of Indigenous arts, and artists 
can now take advantage of Indigenous- 
focused residencies on choreography, 
play wrighting, and the creative use of 
 digital technology.

One takeaway from Indigenous art, 
for me, is that the world is complex, 
 especially at the level of raw  nature. 
 Commerce may be impatient with com-
plexity, but commercial fashions are 
transient. It’s hard to brand complexity, 
however. The arts “have always been 
good at ferreting out the deep forces and 
impulses that animate us,” Szeman says. 

“In place of the arts, what we have now is 
a fixation on and fetishization of entre-
preneurial culture.” As for the message 
this gives to the artists who come to Banff, 

“This might be subtle, but it’s there.”
That is, it’s the artist’s job to see what’s 

out the window and say something, make 
something. Or, perhaps, it was. Now, it’s 
hard not to think that we’re in the time 
of the citizen-producer, when creative 
people can not only present their work 
unfiltered via social media but use Face-
book, Twitter, and Instagram to promote 
themselves and find their audience (think 
poet Rupi Kaur, who writes short, access-
ible poems designed for social media — or 
what’s been called “instapoetry” — and 
has sold 3.5 million copies between two 
poetry collections). While it’s true that 
artists have always found a way to pro-
mote themselves to buyers and patrons, 
the fact is that social media becomes an 
end in itself. What happens on Instagram 
doesn’t just point you to art, it replaces 
art: people seek out the “influ encer” and 
the so-called content creator to under-
stand their culture. We are all artists now; 
what separates us comes down to who 
has the most robust promotion strategy. 

“Sounds like bullshit to me,” says Banff 
artist Dustin Wilson, who was working 

Some of it is necessity: Amazon rank-
ings, Goodreads reviews, and Spotify 
 algorithms have all changed the way 
people find books, art, and music. But 
the promotion of the artist- entrepreneur 
may run counter to the cherished myth of 
the artist as oddball. So, when it comes 
to fundraising — something that  matters 
deeply to Price at a time when culture 
is the first to go under austerity pro-
grams — it’s best to avoid the subject of 
oddballs and instead talk, with enthusi-
asm, about personal branding, about fos-
tering Banff graduates who have a firm 
grasp on the marketplace.

Imre Szeman is a professor of com-
munications at the University of Water-
loo who also taught at Banff Centre. He 
thinks the rebrand might come with a cost. 
He believes artists are  being “encouraged 
to become more entre preneurial.” Most 
artists, Szeman says, instead operate on 
a “labour discount,” meaning they create 
way more than they earn for it. “If one ori-
ents their work toward an end, it  changes 
what one does and how one does it.” Is 
it enough for Banff to be a hothouse of 
artists, or do artists need to think more 
like small businesses? If the latter, Sze-
man is saying, they will  likely fail: “The 
vast, vast majority of entrepreneurial en-
terprises don’t work out.”

But fine art is, in part, what made 
Banff Centre, and location matters. Ian 
Brown, a feature writer for the Globe and 
Mail, was the head of literary journal-
ism at Banff back when I took the pro-
gram in 2011. “It’s a small town,” he says. 

“Everybody knows everybody, but part of 
it is also physical, the mountains. I will 
sound like a lunatic when I say this, but 
the mountains are big, and they ring you 
in and they look down on you. They’re 
like this condo board that’s never going 
to  approve of anything.”

This tension enriches a life of the im-
agination, sharpens its flavour. Banff, 
Brown says, “exists as this encapsula-
tion, the kind of physical embodiment 
of a point of view where ideas can exist 
for their own sake. Art can spring up out 
of inspiration, away from commercial 
concerns, away from the city, away from 
political concerns. You’re high up. It’s 
rarefied like the oxygen.”
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at Glyde Hall the day I encountered 
the rock Blob (and, just to dial up the 
weirdness, he was watching The Blob, 
the 1988 remake, on a desktop in his 
studio). “That model,” he says of the 
artist-as- entrepreneur, “is a straight 
line to the consumable, evading any 
 critical thought.”

But then Vickie Vainionpää, a visual 
artist in Montreal, seems happier about 
Banff ’s rebrand. “One hundred percent 
I think of myself as a brand,” she says. 

“And I think every artist should do the 
same.” The world, she says, has turned 
into a giant house party where every-
one is talking and where the smart artist 
needs to compete to be seen. “I describe 
my brand as optimistic, multi passionate, 
polished, and thoughtful,” she later wrote 
in an email. “I really think that, for art-
ists, at least looking like you have your 
shit together puts you miles ahead of 
the competition.”

What about the value of facing up 
to the wild outside, as per Frye, or the 
wild inside, as per Freud, or globaliza-
tion, as per Harvey Locke, and making 
art for art’s sake, not for art’s sale? This, 

says Vainionpää, goes along with the 
“myth of the ‘artist- genius’ and ‘starving  
artist.’”

“There is a huge gap in artistic educa-
tion right now,” she adds. “Nothing to the 
effect of managing the business of crea-
tivity, pricing work, creating  financial 
statements, marketing, sales,  branding, 
or the importance of websites and  online 
media. These are the skills you will need 
in the real world if you want to bring 
your A-game and are serious about art.” 
God knows these skills help, but it’s still 
 possible to imagine a world-class arts 
centre like Banff existing apart from all 
that, a very rare exception to the com-
modification of art, if only because that’s 
how it seems to have been imagined in 
the first place.

Price doesn’t entirely disagree: no art-
ist is obliged to finish anything at Banff, 
never mind sell it. “We feed them,” she 
says. “We make their beds. We encour-
age them — in some cases force them — to 
work on their art. They’re working  harder 
than ever before.” She’s just done with 
what she calls the “elite” notion of Banff 
Centre as some kind of artists’ spa. But, 

for Price, art is also big business, like 
 forestry and fishing. For Szeman, this 
is the problem. The “entrepreneur,” he 
wrote in a 2015 paper on the subject, is 

“no  longer a minor figure at the  margins 
of capital.” Instead, they are “the neo- 
liberal subject par excellence — the 
 perfect figure for a world where the  
 market has replaced society.”

Banff appears to be positioning itself 
less as a “shield against the grinding abra-
sions of a mechanized and discordant 
age” and more as a fellow traveller for 
commerce, for creators and influencers, 
whether they see themselves as artists 
or not. That’s fashionable and  rational, 
but it might easily miss the point of 
putting your arts centre in the middle 
of the Rocky Mountains. So maybe I’m 
wrong about the stone Blob in Glyde Hall. 
Maybe it’s a reminder of an older Banff 
that won’t be ignored: the muse, which 
remains misunderstood but insists on 
pushing its way in. E

Tom Jokinen is a writer based in Win-
nipeg and a contributor to the Globe and 
Mail, Canadian Art, and the CBC’s Ideas. 
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D eep in the mazy grey 
 passages of Toronto’s CBC 
headquarters, Nunavut-born 
throat singer Riit is gleam-

ing. She’s in studio to record some 
songs from her debut album,  Ataataga. 
From my perch in the sound booth,  
I listen as she and her co-singer, Alexia 
 Galloway-Alainga, move between 

 luscious Inuktitut harmonies and the 
commanding thunder of throat singing —  
their vocals steadied by the pulse of elec-
tronic beats. This  fusion feels energizing: 
tradition meets a party scene on a zesty 
TV melodrama.

Inuit throat singing typically features 
two people who alternate  between quick, 
rhythmic breaths to produce sonic  layers, 

from high-pitched tones to hoarse, gut-
tural expressions. As Riit and Galloway- 
Alainga work through the tracks, they 
switch back and forth: Riit often takes 
the lead on the melody, while Galloway- 
Alainga anchors the song with solo throat 
singing. Sometimes throat singing is the 
focus, sometimes it’s the structure. At 
the end of the album’s title song, the 
backing music falls away, and Riit and 
Galloway- Alainga face off, allowing 
the listener to hear the power of Inuit 
throat singing on its own. For almost a 
minute, the singers  intricately counter 
each other. The song ends only when they 
erupt  into laughter. “I  almost burped!” 
exclaims Riit. She makes a tilted hand 
motion to her manager, signalling that 
she’d like the wine brought in from her  
dressing room. 

For the taping, Riit and Galloway- 
Alainga selected bright-green skirts that 
they found at an eccentric Queen West 
dress shop — the colour glows in the dark-
ness of the studio, its shade as  likely to 
be found on a club-district tube top as 
 within a wave of the Northern Lights. 
I later search a colour wheel until I find 
the exact hue: Arctic Lime.

The week prior to the CBC perform-
ance, twenty-four-year-old Riit — full 
name Rita Claire Mike-Murphy — was in 
her hometown of Panniqtuuq, a hamlet 
near a fjord in the Qikiqtaaluk  Region. 
Panniqtuuq, fifty kilometres south of 
the Arctic Circle and with a population 
of around 1,500, is often called “the 
Switzerland of the Arctic” owing to the 
mountains and majestic swaths of glacial 
blues that ornament its horizon. Riit was 
briefly enjoying a reprieve from a tour-
ing schedule that had sent her through 
Canada and  Europe. She spent her days 
hiking, fishing, and preparing country 
food like seal and  maktaaq — whale skin  
and blubber.

Riit first made a name for herself in 
2017, after releasing a self-titled, home- 
recorded three-song EP that Exclaim! 
described as “an enchanting blend of 
mellow folk-rock.” It earned nominations 
at the Indigenous Music Awards and the 
Western Canadian Music Awards and 
is still proudly on display in the Iqaluit 
 Airport gift shop.
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Vocal Range
Riit’s new album brings throat singing to the nightclub

by carly lewis



But, when writing Ataataga, which 
was released last October, she embarked 
toward a different sound — exchanging 
the light, guitar-focused folk stylings 
that had brought her early recognition 
for a more danceable design. 

This mix of traditional throat singing 
and perimeter- pushing experimenta-
tion has led to an eclectic performance 
history. Last March, Riit and Galloway- 
Alainga travelled to London to perform 
for the Duke and Duchess of Sussex at 
a private embassy showcase. The fol-
lowing night, they were in Paris for a 
UneSCO event. Then, in October, Riit 
opened for  Wolastoqiyik musician  Jeremy 
 Dutcher’s sold-out show at  Toronto’s 
Danforth Music Hall, which has a cap-
acity of  nearly 1,500. 

When I begin to ask if she’s endured 
any pushback for her evolving style, Riit 
answers before I can complete the ques-
tion. “Like I’m sinning?” she says, noting 
that most people have been supportive. 
Last summer, she plotted a mini-tour of 
Nunavut, swapping marquee venues for 
elementary- school gymnasiums. She 
played in Iqaluit, Baker Lake, and Ches-
terfield Inlet — the  latter with a total popu-
lation of about 440. “This was their first 
time hearing my new music, going from 
Inuktitut folky pop to sticky electronic,” 
she says. “I could tell some were so con-
fused, like, ‘Do I like this?’ In southern 
Canada, people love it. And then, playing 
the shows back home, they’re like, ‘What 
is this?’ But it makes sense — it’s a com-
pletely new sound for Inuktitut music.”

InUit thrOat Singing dates back 
generations as a way for two women 
to connect and pass the time while 

others were out hunting. It originated 
as a friendly competition: the winner 
was the last singer to stumble or laugh. 

In the eighteenth century, Christian 
missionaries started arriving in the North 
and sought to repress Inuit arts, culture, 
and language. As part of their campaign, 
they banned the practice. 

Throat singing’s public resurgence 
began in the 1980s, and in the following 
decades, younger generations worked 
with Elders to learn traditions that were 
under threat of  being lost. Its revival is as 

much a  musical movement as it is proof 
of what can be reclaimed.

Riit spent her childhood learning 
throat singing techniques from her   
cousin,  singer Becky Qilavvaq. “One 
thing she said that stuck with me was, 
‘Don’t be afraid to go super guttural 
and deep,’” Riit says. “That’s the type 
of throat singing that I personally am 
amazed by.” 

There are a range of different forms 
of throat singing practised around the 
world. Tuvan singers, from central Asia, 
are famous for their ability to generate 
multiple sounds at the same time; South 
African Xhosa singers perform complex 
rhythms that rely on two basic notes. 

What sets Inuit singers apart, says 
Qilavvaq, is their ability to change 
sounds in quick succession: a master can 
go from deep and bass-heavy to bright 
and birdlike almost instantly. When two 
or more people sing together, they echo 
one another’s choices, resulting in an 
extraordinary range of tones that are 
simultaneously high and low. 

Before Riit started recording Ataataga, 
she asked her producer, Graham Walsh, 
to visit Iqaluit. She wanted him to under-
stand the inimitability of Nunavut and 
the extent to which her home guides 
her work. While in Iqaluit, he gathered 
field recordings to include on the album: 
ravens cawing, footsteps on snow, an 
ulu knife being sharpened, the sound 
of caribou meat being sliced. “I wanted 
to capture as much of the environment 
as I could,” he says. “Whether overtly or 
subconsciously, it’s in the music.”

Riit’s reinvigorated direction on 
 Ataataga has won her fans within the 
music industry — her album was re-
cently nominated for Indigenous Artist  
or Group of the Year at the 2020 Juno 
Awards. Chaka V. Grier, writing in Now 
Magazine, awarded the album four stars 
out of five and described Riit as “an art-
ist who knows exactly what she wants to 
say and how she wants to say it.” 

This clear- heartedness is evident in 
Riit’s lead single, a duet with South Afri-
can Canadian singer  Zaki Ibrahim called 

“#uvangattauq.” In it, they reference the 
#MeToo movement and call out abusive 
men: “Auvut  tiqtiliqput ijivu ikuallappu 
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takugannu arnami tilluujaqtumi.” (In 
English: “Our blood starts to boil, our 
eyes catch on fi re, when we see a woman 
bruised.”) The singers’ ire culminates 
in a whispered “fuck you,” one of few 
 English lines on the record. 

Riit received vitriol for the song 
 online — she felt that the detractors were 
accusing her of hating men — but she re-
mains undeterred. During live perform-
ances, she prefaces her performance of 

“#uvangattauq” with a call for people 
to intervene when they witness abuse, 
alongside a disclosure of her own ex-
perience of violence. “When I was going 
through it, I felt so alone, I felt so deep 
in the dark,” she told the audience at a 
recent Toronto show. “I thought it was 
important to write a song to let other 
young Inuit women know that I am here 
supporting you.”

Her message seems to resonate with 
listeners. “There was this one woman in 
Winnipeg who came up to me [after the 
show] and said, ‘I had a really bad fi ght 
with my abusive boyfriend last night, and 
it’s been going on for two years, but  today 
you made me see the light, and I am not 
going back to him,’” Riit says. “Even if 
I change ten women’s lives because of the 
song, that’s a milestone for me.”

When tenOr, composer, and 
pianist Jeremy Dutcher won 
the 2018 Polaris Music Prize, 

he used his acceptance speech to de-
clare that Canada was in the midst of 

“an Indigenous renaissance.” This move-
ment can be seen in the recent history of 
the Polaris itself: in the past decade, the 
award has been won by folk idol Buff y 
Sainte-Marie, genre-defying artist Lido 
Pimienta, and Tanya Tagaq, whose third 
album, Animism, was an international 
hit and brought the term “throat sing-
ing” into dozens of headlines around 
the world. 

In northern Canada and beyond, this 
renaissance has taken hold thanks in part 
to the 2016 launch of Aakuluk Music, the 
fi rst Nunavut-based record label.  Prior to 
Aakuluk, there were no managers, book-
ing agents, producers, or publicists who 
focused on developing and exporting the 
territory’s musicians,  especially those 

whose lyrics are in  Inuktitut. Riit was 
among the label’s inaugural artists along-
side alt-country outfi t the Jerry Cans 
(whose members founded the label), 
 rising pop singer Aasiva,  bluesy rockers 
Josh Q and the Trade-Off s, and North-
ern Haze, whose 1985 debut marked the 
fi rst Indigenous- language rock  album re-
corded in North America. (Riit has since 
signed to Toronto- based Six  Shooter 
Records.)

While Riit’s approach to throat sing-
ing is innovative, she is one of several 
Inuit artists whose style is revitalizing the 
form. In November, sibling duo Piqsiq, 
from Yellowknife, released a throat sing-
ing Christmas album. Another twosome, 
the Juno-nominated Silla and Rise, are 
also incorporating electronic elements 
into their throat singing sound.

As audiences become acquainted with 
all the ways throat singing can be per-
formed, Riit, too, continues to bloom. 
In addition to being a singer, she hosts 
an educational children’s show on aptn
called Anaana’s Tent. And last summer, 
she spent a month performing in the 
live theatre show Unikkaaqtuat, work-
ing alongside a cast of musicians and 
circus artists to tell the stories of Inuit 
founding myths.

“For our performances, I kept draw-
ing this tattoo on with eyeliner,” Riit 
says, softly dragging her fi nger down 
her chin to show where it was placed. 
The day  after the Unikkaaqtuat show in 
Iqaluit, her friend, Ippiksaut, texted her 
out of the blue to ask if she wanted a tat-
too. Riit had been thinking about getting 
a design on her thighs. But, when they 
later met up to start the process, Riit no-
ticed that Ippiksaut kept looking at her 
face. And so it was determined that Riit 
would be adorned with tallurutiit: trad-
 itional chin tattoos. Where Riit is from, 
it signifi es that she has entered woman-
hood. The art of Inuit face tattoos, like 
throat singing, had once been banned by 
 colonists. It, too, is now being revitalized. 

“It was such a powerful experience, being 
 tattooed traditionally,” Riit says. “I feel 
like I’ve always had it.” 77

CARLY LEWIS is a writer living in 
Toronto.
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MARGARET NAZON grew up near Tsiigehtchic, 
a Gwich’in settlement in the Northwest Terri-
tories. For most of the year, she and her family 
would hunt, fi sh, and trap in seasonal camps, re-

turning to their Tsiigehtchic log cabin for a week at a time, once 
around Christmas and once in the summer. In the  community, 
she would watch her older sister and her friends’ mothers 
stitch beads into fl oral designs on velvet, stroud, and moose 
hide after their chores were fi nished for the day. At their in-
vitation, she began learning how to decorate bracelets, head-
bands, and moccasins. But she didn’t particularly like beading.

“I was doing the same thing as everyone else,” she recalls. 
The women in the community taught her that fl owers and geo-
metric patterns were the only suitable choices of subject matter. 
They determined which colour combinations were acceptable: 
leaves had to be outlined with rows of dark-green beads and 
fi lled in with light-green ones; yellow and black were the only 
options for fl ower centres. She remembers experienced bead-
ers requiring their students to tear out and redo any work that 
did not meet their standards of neatness and precision. Their 
rigour may have stemmed from the rules that apply when liv-
ing and travelling in nature: “When you’re out on the land,” 
says Nazon, “you’ve got to follow tradition, otherwise you 
could get lost, you could starve, something could happen.”

Outside, Nazon developed a diff erent passion. The local 
priest, Jean Colas, taught her and other children about the con-
stellations above. In a part of the world where winters bring 
long nights, the skies can be particularly vivid.

But it wasn’t until Nazon was in her sixties that her love 
for astronomy appeared in her beadwork. She remembers 
the day, over a decade ago, when her partner, Bob Mum-
ford, showed her some Hubble Space Telescope images 
online. The swirling nebulae, star clusters, and galaxies re-
minded him of beadwork. Nazon agreed; she was particu-
larly attracted to the whirl of  colours and ocular shape of the 
Cat’s Eye  Nebula. In the tradition that had characterized her 

beading experiences, she tried to create 
a precise replica of the image. This left 
her frustrated, and she eventually dis-
assembled the piece.

left
Andromeda Galaxy, 
2017
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Of Needlework 
and Nebulae

The otherworldly beading creations 
of Margaret Nazon



When she read in more detail about 
phenomena photographed by the Hub-
ble telescope, however, Nazon learned 
that many, including the Cat’s Eye Neb-
ula, were composed of gases and other 
moving particles. This meant the col-
ours and shapes captured would long 
have shifted by the time she saw them. 
That realization, she says, freed her to 

“go wild” with her designs. “If I make a 
wrong stitch, so what? I’m not a perfec-
tionist. I don’t care if this colour doesn’t 

match with that one. It looks good to me.” 
She began incorporating wooden and metal beads, spherical 

seed beads and tube-shaped bugle beads, fish vertebrae, bits 
of driftwood, and stones into her works. Thrift stores provided 

above  
Bright Lights,  
Green City Nebula,  
2018

left  
Milky Way Spiral 
Galaxy, detail, 2014 
(pwnhc/2017.26.1)

opposite  
Purple Galaxy, 2018 
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 serendipitous finds such as shells and glass. A section of cari-
bou antler became the centrepiece for Milky Way Spiral Galaxy. 

When Rae Braden, the exhibit-design manager at Yellowknife’s 
Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Centre, visited  Tsiigehtchic 
in 2015, she was struck by Nazon’s signature style — it’s still un-
usual to see beadwork that doesn’t fall within the standard floral 
and geometric themes. She helped organize Nazon’s first pub-
lic exhibit, which opened two years later at the centre. Nazon’s 
art soon began gaining wider recognition: in the fall of 2018, 
independent curator Mary-Beth Laviolette included Nazon’s 
work in the Cosmos exhibit at Calgary’s Glenbow Museum.

“Up here, you’re going to get looked at if you’re doing some-
thing different with a traditional style,” says Inuk (Brendalynn 
Trennert), an Inuvialuit artist who creates three-dimensional 
designs using bundles of caribou hair stitched onto hide back-
ing, a practice known as caribou-hair tufting. Despite Nazon’s 

break with the strictures of beadworking, northern artists have 
celebrated her ingenuity.

“I don’t know why we have to speak to this binary of  traditional 
or contemporary,” says Tania Larsson, a Yellowknife-based art-
ist who creates jewellery that draws on her Gwich’in  culture. 

“The love of the land, the love of the universe, all these things 
embrace Indigenous values.”

As Nazon’s work gains popularity among northern artists, 
so does her commitment to mentoring others. In conjunction 
with her Yellowknife show, Nazon held a workshop to share 
her techniques with a group of NWT artisans. She encouraged 
her students to not simply replicate her approach but to de-
velop their own styles. “Margaret would give them what they 
need to flourish,” says Inuk. “She is leaving an example. Next 
thing you know, they’re breaking their own trail.” b

— Pamela Young 
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I drink tea. I eat  blueberries and greens 
and sweet potatoes.

I also started to police my own cog-
nitive health. On my worst day, I was 
melting a quarter cup of coconut oil on 
the stove for a flourless, high-fibre seed 
loaf when my young son called me into 
the living room. He showed me some-
thing in his dinosaur book, and I totally 
spaced out about the oil heating on the 
burner. When I ran back into the  kitchen, 
there was a column of flame rising about 
three feet out of the saucepan. I pan-
icked. Wait, how do you put out a grease 
fire? I know, not water, not water. My son 
started screaming. It was a mess.

Later, I texted my husband, “I’m really 
worried about my brain,” and he texted 
back, “Dude, no offence, but you’ve been 
burning pots since I met you in 1998.”

Still, I made an appointment for a full 
cognitive-health evaluation. Toward the 
end of the exam, the doctor conducting 
the test asked me to list as many ani-
mal names as I could in two minutes. 
I smiled. I suddenly understood where 
my mother’s lists came from. I also saw 
that, in trying to face the spectre of this 

illness head on, I had lost myself 
in my own lists.

My mother no longer knows my 
name. She couldn’t explain who 
I am to anyone who might ask her, 

“Who is this, Joanna?” But we still 
find each other in a space beyond 
language. When I visit her at the 
nursing home where she lives, near 
Buffalo, I find a quiet corner for us, 
away from the other residents and 
the sound of the television. On my 
phone, I play old songs she used to 
sing to me when I was a child. Some-
times she knows the words to the 

chorus; sometimes she hums the melody. 
These are the moments I feel closest to 
her. No matter how anxious I am as I drive 
from Toronto to see her, no matter how 
guilty I feel over how long it’s been since 
my last visit, when we are sitting together 
like that, singing, I am filled with gentle-
ness and patience, and I’m completely 
present. In this way, she’s teaching me 
to treat myself with the same kindness.

Sometimes the ghost of an old fear will 
bubble up inside my  mother. And we ride 
through it like a wave. Her body stiffens, 
her face clouds, she might mutter some-
thing about a bill. I hold her hand, I speak 
in a calm voice. It  passes. We turn our 
attention back to the music. A line will 
suddenly leap forward — maybe James 
Taylor singing “I always thought I’d see 
you again” — and our eyes will well up as 
we sing it together. 

Damian RogeRs is a former poetry 
editor at The Walrus and the author of 
the forthcoming memoir An Alphabet 
for Joanna. This essay is adapted from 
a speech she gave at The Walrus Talks 
Living Better last fall in Toronto.

Ten years ago, after my 
mother was diagnosed 
with dementia at age sixty-
one, she was in free fall. 

She lived alone and had lost her 
job. In a state of desperation, she 
began a mnemonic project of her 
own design. She tried to memorize 
a list of 150 animal names.

I didn’t know where this idea 
came from. It seemed like her plan 
was to prove to the doctors that 
there was nothing wrong with her. 
She copied this list out over and 
over and over, filling notebooks, 
sketchbooks, the insides of novel and 
self-help-book jacket covers. Even  after 
she entered an assisted-living facility, 
she continued to compulsively copy out 
this list of animals. I think it became 
a way to focus her fear into some kind of 
 activity. I even found the names of ani-
mals scrawled across two of her pillow-
cases. I couldn’t help picturing these 
animals running through her dreams.

As I approached my mid-forties,  
I became terrified that what had hap-
pened to my mother would happen to 
me. My anxiety inspired a fierce de-
termination to seek out as much infor-
mation as I could. I wouldn’t bury my 
head in the sand, I promised myself. 
I spit into a mail-order Dna test tube 
and found out that I carry a copy of the 
aPoe4 gene, which increases my risk of 
developing dementia. So I began to do 
what some of the current science — the 
consensus is constantly changing — rec-
ommends to decrease my risk. Every 
day, I take a heroic dose of concen-
trated turmeric and swallow spoon-
fuls of fish oil along with a host of other 
supplements. I bike to work. I meditate.  
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first person

A Space beyond Language
What I’ve learned from what my mother has forgotten

by damian rogers



“AT THIS TIME IN CANADA, we are beginning a process for Truth 
and Reconciliation. Together, we need to learn, understand and 
acknowledge our shared history. We can’t do that without first 
knowing and understanding the impact of the canoe in Canada’s 
story. Join me in learning more about this project of national 
scope and significance and consider supporting this once-in-
a-lifetime endeavour. Thank you.”

Victoria Grant
VICTORIA GRANT, Teme-Augama Anishnabai Qway
Director & Incoming Chair, The Canadian Canoe Museum
Past Chair, Community Foundations of Canada

canoemuseum.ca

The Walrus is a generous supporter of The Canadian Canoe Museum.

A breathtaking new museum for the world’s largest collection of canoes, 
kayaks and paddled watercraft – and their stories of incredible significance.
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