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Introduction: 

 

Thinking outside the Coffin 

 

 

In Claudian’s De Raptu Proserpinae, Pluto tries to comfort his new bride after abducting 

her from above the ground.  He tells Proserpine that as queen of the Underworld, she will 

encounter the souls of both the wealthy and the poor, as “death renders all equal.”
1
 The concept 

of social equality in death is a motif that has filtered down through the centuries. In the Book of 

Ecclesiastes there are frequent references to the sharing of a “common destiny,” while in James 

Shirley’s 1646 poem Death the Leveller, kings are “[in] the dust be equal made/With the poor 

crooked scythe and spade.”
2
 Death is a universal and inescapable experience, yet the social 

stigma surrounding open discussions of death remains a significant part of Canadian culture. To 

understand the mystery of why modern attitudes toward death assumed their current forms, it is 

necessary to explore their socio-historical roots. This thesis focuses specifically on the cultural 

interpretations of death shared by the Finns, the Ukrainians, and the Greeks, for each group 

represents a region in Europe affected by the developments of the Canadian immigration policy, 

and in turn influenced the cultural landscape of present-day Thunder Bay. The Judeo-Christian 

                                                           
1
 In Latin, “Sub tua purpurei venient vestigia reges deposito luxu turba cum paupere mixt (omnia mors aequat); tu 

damnatura nocentes,tu requiem latura piis; te iudice sontes improba cogentur vitae commissa fateri.”  Claudian, De 

Raptu Proserpinae, 2, 300-4.  Bill P. Thayer, “LacusCurtius . de Raptu Proserpinae –Liber II,” 

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/L/Roman/Texts/Claudian/De_Raptu_Proserpinae/2*.html#302 (accessed 

August 6, 2014).  In English, “To thy feet shall come purple-clothed kings, stripped of their pomp, and mingling 

with the unmoneyed throng; for death renders all equal. Thou shalt give doom to the guilty and rest to the virtuous. 

Before thy judgement-throne the wicked must confess the crimes of their evil lives.”  Claudian, The Rape of 

Proserpine 2.300-4.  Bill P. Thayer, “LacusCurtius . Claudian –The Rape of Proserpine:  Book II,” 

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Claudian/De_Raptu_Proserpinae/2*.html#Praef.1 (accessed 

August 6, 2014).   

 
2
 Ecclesiastes 9:2-3, 12-3 English Standard Version of the Holy Bible (Wheaton, IL:  Crossway Books, 2001), 

quoted in Bible Gateway, “Ecclesiastes 9 ESV – Death Comes to All,” Bible Gateway, 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?version=ESV&search=Ecclesiastes%209 (accessed August 10, 2014) ; 

James Shirley, “Death the Leveller,” in The Golden Treasury of the Best Songs and Lyrical Poems in the English 

Language, ed. Francis Turner Palgrave (London:  Macmillan, 1875), lines 7-8. 

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/L/Roman/Texts/Claudian/De_Raptu_Proserpinae/2*.html#302
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Claudian/De_Raptu_Proserpinae/2*.html#Praef.1
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?version=ESV&search=Ecclesiastes%209
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beliefs held by those groups demonstrate how death played an integral role in not only the 

settlement of Northwestern Ontario, but also how they contributed to the expansion of Canada as 

a unified nation. Within the larger context of history, they explain why death deserves to merit 

greater attention in studies of Canadian history not only as an important area of study, but also to 

emphasize the significance of death as an important piece of the quintessential Canadian 

“mosaic.” 

 The study of death in Canada is integral to the well-rounded study of man, as a 

contributory angle to the expansive field of history as a whole. Harold J. Perkins noted that, as a 

separate discipline, social history should be the queen of historical studies. Michael B. Katz 

agreed, stating that the “predominance of ungrounded assumption over hard knowledge about 

past societies reflects partly the traditional concerns of historians, who have been more interested 

in politics, great men, governmental policy, and ideas than in the patterns made by the everyday 

lives of people.”
3
 In order to treat this unusual topic with proper respect, the discourse of social 

history provides the most academic flexibility for this venture.  

 

The History of Life in History 

 

In ancient societies, where time followed a cyclical path, life and death shared a mutual 

co-existence, and death held an equal sense of cultural importance.
4
 According to Philippe Ariès, 

                                                           
3
 Michael B. Katz, introduction to The People of Hamilton, Canada West:  Family and Class in a Mid-Nineteenth-

Century City (Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press, 1975), 8; Harold Perkins, “Social History”, Approaches 

to History:  A Symposium, in “Social History,” in The Varieties of History:  From Voltaire to the Present, ed. Fritz 

Stern (New York: Vintage Books, 1973), 431 and 455. 

4
 In Book 6 of the Aeneid, the Sibyl explains to Aeneas that the group Charon pushed away from his ferry “are poor 

and unburied”, meaning they did not have a coin placed in the mouth as per the custom.  In addition, Charon is 

forbidden to transport the souls “if their bones have not found rest in proper burial”.  See Mark P.O. Morford, and 
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the cultural imbalance of valuing life over death resulted from the distortion of man’s 

relationship with nature (and death) to favour the advances of human progress, while the 

emergence of individualism contributed to the breakdown of the collective identity of the 

community. Medieval monastic Chroniclers, and later, other Western historians tipped the 

proverbial scales in life’s favour through their pursuit of ‘objective’ history and a unilinear path 

of chronology. The romanticized version of history maintains that people looked forward to 

death as a means of escaping their sordid existence, their yearning for entry into the Christian 

Heaven encouraged their familiarity with death, to be aware of its presence and be accepting of 

their time to die.
5
  

The exalting of life over death continued during the modern era. From 1750 to 1830, the 

European spirit of individuality underwent a gradual transformation from the grand opulence of 

the Baroque style, to the clean simplicity of Greek and Roman references in the Neoclassical 

style, as reflected in the funerary monuments of the period. Death skeletons became largely 

absent from Neoclassical memorials, a response to the revival of interest in ancient art, and to the 

change in theology with less fear and dread towards the notions of a fiery Hell or infinitesimal 

Purgatory.
6
 During the nineteenth century, the intellectual rationality of life emerged with the 

developments of medicine and Darwinian science, which competed with the popular belief of 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Robert J. Lenardon, “Views of the Afterlife:  The Realm of Hades,” in Classical Mythology, 8

th
 ed. (Oxford:  Oxford 

University Press, 2007), 363, 371. A variation on this tradition was also present in southern Ontario during the 

nineteenth century, when coppers were placed on the eyelids of the deceased to prevent them from re-opening. See 
4
 

Susan Smart, A Better Place:  Death and Burial in the Nineteenth-Century Ontario (Toronto:  Ontario Genealogical 

Society/Dundurn, 2011).   

5
 Peter Claus and John Marriott, History: An introduction to theory, method and practice (Harlow, UK: Pearson 

Education Limited, 2012), 137-8. 

6
 Philippe Ariès, L’Homme devant la mort [The Hour of Our Death] (Paris, 1977), 596-607, in Joachim Whaley, ed., 

introduction to Mirrors of Mortality: Studies in the Social History of Death (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1981), 5; 

David Irwin, “Sentiment and Antiquity:  European Tombs 1750 – 1830,” in Whaley, Mirrors of Mortality, 132, 141-

2. 
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Spiritualism. Darwin’s theories challenged several of the important religious doctrines that were 

central to orthodox Christianity, including the belief in Original Sin, and the exile of Adam and 

Eve from Eden. In the process of creating “infidelity and doubt,” science became the new 

religion as it “consolidated belief in the miraculous, the extraordinary, [and] the unexplainable.”
7
 

Fuelled by the Romantic superiority of imagination over reason, the new order of Spiritualism 

encouraged irrational ways of knowing among the elite, including Queen Victoria, who used her 

manservant as a spiritual medium between her and her dead husband.
8
 With his death and her 

severely prolonged grieving period, influencing the cultural landscape of Britain, the social 

preoccupation with death and dying flourished during what David Cannadine referred to as “the 

golden age of grief.”
9
  

During the period, parents taught children to anticipate their own deaths and the deaths of 

others, as though funerals were social events. After the two World Wars and the liberalization of 

sex and sexual mores in the second half of the twentieth century, the collective attitude toward 

death changed, and frowned upon the pomposity associated with the Victorian celebration of 

death, and interest in the subject became “almost a perversion.”
10

 In France, historians Marc 

Bloch and Lucien Febvre established the Annales School of historical thought in response to 

what they perceived as the failure of the historical establishment. The type of history espoused 

                                                           
7
 John Morley, Death, Heaven, and the Victorians (Pittsburgh, PA:  University of Pittsburgh Press, 1971), 102-3. 

8
 Spiritualism is the belief that spirits in the afterlife want to continue communicating with the living, and have the 

ability to do so. A popular belief in English-speaking countries from the 1840s to the 1920s, Spiritualists held the 

idea that spirits are more advanced than humans, and are therefore more capable of providing useful knowledge 

about moral and ethical issues, including how to rule a country. Morley, Death, Heaven, and the Victorians, 105-6; 

Ann Braude, Radical Spirits: Spiritualism and Women’s Rights in Nineteenth-Century America, 2
nd

 ed. 

(Bloomington, IN:  Indiana University Press, 2001), 296; Emma Hardinge Britten, Nineteenth-Century Miracles: 

Spirits and their Work in Every Country of the Earth (New York:  William Britten, 1884), 1.  

9
 David Cannadine, “War and Death, Grief and Mourning in Modern Britain,” in Whaley, 188. 

10
 James Stevens Curl, preface to The Victorian Celebration of Death (London:  David & Charles Limited, 1972), 

xii-xiii; Geoffrey Gorer, “The Pornography of Death,” Encounter 5, no. 4 (October 1955): 50. 
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by the Annales School presented an interdisciplinary approach, incorporating many scientific 

disciplines that happened to be relevant to any historical enquiries concerning death. Though 

Febvre found death to be “a fashionable subject,” sociologists, doctors, and psychologists were 

monopolizing the trend; historians failed to “direct research into subjects which [would] throw 

light upon [the] human condition,’ claiming there was too much tolerance towards studies in the 

traditional disciplines of politics and economics.
11

 

The favouritism of such traditional disciplines led to the tarnishing of the “temple of 

Clio,” and placing the Muse of History in a continuous tug-of-war between historians as the 

proponents of art or of science. According to George Macaulay Trevelyan, science does not 

belong within the purview of History and concluded, “the analogy of physical science has misled 

many historians […] right away from the truth about their profession.”
12

 John Bagnell Bury 

refuted the claim, stating that the influence of science in history allowed for Clio to mature into a 

‘responsible’ Muse.
13

 Yet Thomas Carlyle noted that death should be included into the purview 

of history, when he suggested that History, unlike other disciplines that are safe in the 

ideological shrines of guilds, is a “Free Emporium, where all these belligerents peaceably 

meet.”
14

 Though his observation resurrects the age-old question of whether history is an art or a 

science, the statement also implies that scholars need to treat thanatology as a valid historical 

field, though it is often not. In Varieties of History, the disciplines of man discussed, including 

                                                           
11

 John McManners, “Death and the French Historians,” in Whaley, 115-6. 

 
12

 George Macaulay Trevelyan, “Clio, A Muse,” in Clio, A Muse and Other Essays Literary and Pedestrian 

(London:  Longmans, Green & Company, Inc., 1913), quoted in “Clio Rediscovered,” in Fritz Stern, ed., Varieties 

of History:  From Voltaire to the Present, 233. 

 
13

 John Bagnell Bury, “The Science of History,” Selected Essays of J.B. Bury, ed. Harold Temperley (Cambridge:  

1930), quoted in “History as a Science,” in Stern, The Varieties of History, 210. 

 
14

 Thomas Carlyle, “On History,” in Critical and Miscellaneous Essays, vol. 2 (New York:  n.p., 1900), quoted in 

“History as Biography,” in Stern, The Varieties of History, 92. 
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politics and economics, philosophy and science, were life-oriented areas of study that cornered a 

significant amount of the historical and historiographical discussion of the nineteenth century.  

The Structuralists confirmed the inequity between life and death through their works. In 

their pairing of contrasting opposites, life was first in the arrangement, connoting objectivity, 

dominance, and rationality; conversely, death represented subjectivity, subordination, and 

irrationality.
15

 Though the objective/subjective dichotomy remains strong in the study of history 

and the practice of historiography, death provides a more powerful challenge to the idea of 

human significance and destiny, and raises questions surrounding the concept of legacies, the 

perpetuation of memory with durable stones erected since earlier times.
16

 In the conglomerate of 

disciplines that is academia, death appears to be an “academic accident,” an anomaly that is 

frequently present in teachings, yet is persistently ignored, and pushed back onto the dusty shelf 

of ignorance and neglect. William Thomas Vincent lamented about the shunning of death as a 

potential topic of historical study during the Victorian era, with Britain’s fascination of 

occultism. In the twentieth century, death expert Douglas Davies came to the same conclusion, 

as “the experience of insight that accompanies such shifts of knowledge is very largely ignored 

in the human and social sciences.”
17

 To Ariès, the collective silence of scholars in the human 

sciences is ironic, as they choose to be outspoken on many other topics. He admits that they are 

not entirely at fault, for “their silence is only a part of this great silence that has settled on the 

                                                           
15

 Jacques Derrida found that in binary oppositions there are hierarchies where, in Western culture, the first term in 

the pair is the privileged term.  See Lois Tyson, Critical Theory Today:  A User-Friendly Guide. 2
nd

 ed. (New York:  

Routledge, 2006), 254-5.  

16
 Douglas Davies, A Brief History of Death (Malden, MA:  Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 12. 

17
 William Thomas Vincent, In Search of Gravestones:  Old and Curious, with One Hundred and Two Illustrations 

(London:  Mitchell & Hughes, 1896), 8; Davies, A Brief History of Death, 11.  
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subject of death in the [twentieth] century.”
18

 The situation becomes more dismal with the 

observation made by Ontario historians Bruce Bowden and Roger Hall:  the importance of death 

in Canadian history and historiography receives only “scant attention in biographies and local 

histories.”
19

 Arthur Koestler described death as influential in the creation of cultural products 

that have become iconic as symbols representing the progression of culture, an observation he 

noted prior to his suicide.
20

 Without death as a driving force, Rodin’s “The Thinker” would 

remain a mass of stone.  Mozart would not have started to compose his Requiem Mass, nor 

would Edgar Allan Poe famously write about the Raven saying “Nevermore.” 

Life and Death:  two universal opposites that no one dares to question, and yet historians 

deserve to question them thoroughly. While Life incorporates an infinitesimal number of 

activities that people often do without giving a second thought, death comes either too suddenly, 

or it lingers for some time; either way, death reminds people of the vulnerabilities of Life. Death 

is a great teacher, as it helps the living achieve a better understanding of life itself.
21

 Dennis 

Joseph Enright concurs, as “[to] talk at all interestingly about death is inevitably to talk about 

life.”
22

 The recent revival of the interest in death, through academic research conducted by 

historians and other professionals, and the inclusion of thanatology in traditional discourses, is a 

                                                           
18

 Philippe Ariès, “The Reversal of Death:  Changes in Attitudes Toward Death in Western Societies,” trans. Valerie 

M. Stannard, in “Death in America,” ed. David E. Stannard, special issue, American Quarterly 26, no.5 (Dec., 

1974):  537. 

19
 Bruce Bowden and Roger Hall, “The Impact of Death:  An Historical and Archival Reconnaissance into Victorian 

Ontario,” Archivaria 14 (1982):  96. 

20
 Michael C. Kearl, “Kearl’s Guide to the Sociology of Death:  Quests for Longevity and Symbolic Immortality,” 

Michael C. Kearl, http://www.trinity.edu/~mkearl/death-3.html#ce (accessed April 9, 2013).  

21
 Leilah Wendell, Encounters with Death:  A Compendium of Anthropomorphic Personifications of Death from 

Historical to Present Day Phenomenon (New Orleans, LA:  Westgate Press, 1996), 2. 

22
 Dennis Joseph Enright, The Oxford Book of Death (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1983), xiii, in The Gender 

of Death:  A Cultural History in Art and Literature, ed. Karl S. Guthke (Cambridge, UK:  Cambridge University 

Press, 1999), v. 

http://www.trinity.edu/~mkearl/death-3.html#ce
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significant advancement in intellectual thought. Sarah Tarlow notes that specialists in 

archaeology and other related fields continue to rely on “information gleaned from burials and 

the treatment of the dead to recreate life in the past.”
23

 In disciplines where the connection 

between life and death is more evident than initially thought, the pervasiveness of thanatology in 

academia is becoming less of an accident, and more of an opportunity to alter conventional 

perspectives.  

 

Immigration to Canada:  The Revival of Death 

 

When Sir Arthur Conan Doyle visited Northwestern Ontario in 1914, he was attracted to 

the history of the region, a region that, in his words, would not always be “ever on the edge of 

civilization.”
24

 His perception of the area as a peripheral hybrid between the industrial 

advancements of urban centres and the frontier lifestyle of the wilderness would eventually boost 

the region’s status as a prominent outlet of national history. As made evident by the immense 

amount of material in the academic record, Doyle’s prediction was inaccurate. Instead, historians 

choose to discuss topics in the western provinces or southern Ontario and Quebec to research 

early colonial history. As explained by local historians Elizabeth Arthur, Michel S. Beaulieu and 

Chris Southcott, and Thorold J. Tronrud, the omission of Northwestern Ontario from the 

historical record is a significant error in judgement. The region has not been, and is not, simply a 

“land between” the western and eastern halves of the country; rather, it is significant for its 

                                                           
23

 Sarah Tarlow and Liv Nilsson Stutz, The Oxford Handbook of the Archaeology of Death and Burial (Oxford:  

Oxford University Press, 2013), 1. 

24
 Michel S. Beaulieu and Chris Southcott, introduction to North of Superior: An Illustrated History of Northwestern 

Ontario (Toronto: James Lorimer & Company, 2010), 7. 
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contributions to the geopolitical unification of Canada as a nation from coast to coast. Despite 

being integral to the political and cultural expansion of Canada, the district remains what 

Tronrud calls a historical “terra incognita.”
25

 

Though the region often does not exist according to the majority of Canadian historians, 

Canada as a whole country is incomplete without the presence of Northwestern Ontario. Located 

at the geographic centre of Canada, the region extends east from the Manitoba border, stretching 

east to encompass numerous communities in a wide swath measuring five hundred twenty-six 

thousand square kilometres. While the northern boundary extends to include the coastal 

shorelines of Hudson’s Bay and James Bay, the southern boundary reaches down to the 

American border, along the north shore of Lake Superior west of the Pukaskwa River, while the 

eastern border includes the communities of Manitouwadge and Caramat. Northwestern Ontario is 

comprised of three districts:  the Kenora, Rainy River, and the Thunder Bay District. For the 

purpose of this thesis, the scope of the research focuses mainly on the Thunder Bay District, 

specifically on the historical pioneer communities of Fort William and Port Arthur.
26

  

From 1880 to 1935, during the period of this investigation, there were infusions of 

European culture into the socio-cultural life of both communities; the mixture of diverse 

immigrant groups that settled in the District, made significant contributions to the social history 

of the region beyond the narrow context of forestry, fur trade, and the First Nations. Based on 

observations in the 1881 Federal Census of settlement patterns in Northwestern Ontario, 1880 is 

                                                           
25

 Elizabeth Arthur, Thunder Bay District, 1821-1892:  a collection of documents (Toronto:  Champlain Society for 

the Government of Ontario [by] University of Toronto Press, 1973), 1; Beaulieu and Southcott, North of Superior, 8-

9; Thorold Tronrud and A. Ernest Epp, Thunder Bay:  From Rivalry to Unity (Thunder Bay, ON:  Thunder Bay 

Historical Museum Society, 1995), 1. 

26
 Michel S. Beaulieu, introduction to Labour at the Lakehead: Ethnicity, Socialism, and Politics, 1900-35 

(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2011), 2. See also Beaulieu and Southcott, North of Superior, 7-8. 



10 

 

an appropriate starting point for this overview, whereas 1935 appears to mark the end of rural 

settlement by immigrants in the Lakehead.  In addition to the socio-historical implications of the 

immigrant groups that populated the region, the changing conditions of the Immigration Act 

restricted the spectrum of nationalities allowed into Canada. In the context of the Great 

Depression, immigration into the country in 1931 was open only to “American citizens, British 

subjects, and agriculturalists with economic means” that could provide for themselves without 

being a financial burden on the nation.
27

   

Though most of the male Finnish immigrants worked in the bush camps as part of the 

logging industry, historians agree that they played a significant role in the struggle for the 

establishment of labour unions as ‘radical’ strikers whose promotions of socialism and worker 

solidarity earned them notoriety among employers. The large number of Finns that comprised the 

workforce in the forest industry illustrates what sociology professor Thomas Dunk refers to as 

the characterization of the division of labour.
28

 

While thousands of Ukrainians migrated to the western provinces as per the federal 

government’s agenda to populate the prairies, the Ukrainians that stayed in Northwestern Ontario 

often laboured alongside the Finns in the bush, in the copper mines, or in the railway work gangs 

laying track to connect the major railway lines. Though Paul Magocsi suggests that the 

                                                           
27

 Canadian Council for Refugees, “A hundred years of immigration to Canada, 1900-1999, Part 1:  1900-1949,” 

http://ccrweb.ca/en/hundred-years-immigration-canada-1900-1999 (accessed May 14, 2014); Government of 

Canada, Library and Archives Canada, “1881 Census Districts and Sub-districts:  Ontario,” under “District 182 – 

Algoma,” under “Sub-districts DD – Prince Arthur, and EE – Fort William,” http://www.bac-

lac.gc.ca/eng/census/1881/Pages/on137-182.aspx#182 (accessed March 14, 2014).  These sub-districts do not exist 

according to the 1871 Canada Census. 

28
 Ian Radforth, “Finnish Radicalism and Labour Activism in the Northern Ontario Woods,” in A Nation of 

Immigrants: Women, Workers, and Communities in Canadian History, 1840s-1960s, by Franca Iacovetta, Paula 

Draper and Robert Ventresca, eds. (1998; repr., Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002), 293-4; Thomas 

William Dunk, It’s a Working-Man’s Town: Male Working-Class Culture (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 

University Press, 2003), 103. 

http://ccrweb.ca/en/hundred-years-immigration-canada-1900-1999
http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/census/1881/Pages/on137-182.aspx#182
http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/census/1881/Pages/on137-182.aspx#182
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Ukrainian population in Port Arthur and Fort William was jittery and prone to frequent 

fluctuations during the early twentieth century, the combined two thousand one hundred eighty-

one Ukrainian people counted for the federal census in 1921 further attests to the steadfastness of 

their character as hard workers.
29

  

The Greeks arrived in the Thunder Bay District with few or no skills, and with little 

education. During the early twentieth century, they worked as freight handlers for the Canadian 

National Railway (CNR), or in the coal docks. Like the Finns and Ukrainians, Canadians 

stigmatized the Greeks, labelling them as anarchists and radicals for speaking out against 

working conditions that exploited the humanity of the foreigners. Though Greeks were only one 

of numerous minority groups that settled in Fort William and Port Arthur, they contributed to the 

cultural well-being of the communities through the metropolitan nature of their businesses, 

including restaurants and confectioneries, continually reminding Canadians of the Greek 

connection to Western civilization.
30

 Despite the significance of these groups within the socio-

historical context of the Thunder Bay District, their “inferior occupational positions and low 

social status” were important reminders of the social hierarchy that affected the European 

immigrants, as a means to keep foreigners out of the loop of Anglo-Saxon power.
31

    

In addition to bringing their life-oriented forms of cultural expressions, including food 

(i.e. Finnish pancakes) and religion (i.e. Greek Orthodoxy), immigrants brought their funeral 

                                                           
29

 Paul Robert Magocsi, ed., Encyclopedia of Canada’s Peoples (University of Toronto Press, 1999), s.v. 

“Ukrainians,” 1268; Jaroslav Petryshyn and Luba Dzubak, Peasants in the Promised Land: Canada and the 
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customs over from their homelands. According to Joachim Whaley, the rituals associated with 

death, including burial rites helped immigrants cope with the transition from their familiar 

homeland to a foreign frontier in Canada. With the concepts of “continuity, legitimacy, and 

status” symbolized by the presence of tombs and monuments, the “coexistence of the living and 

the dead” helped to ensure the establishment of human society in many pioneer communities, 

including Thunder Bay and the surrounding district.
32

 The research of genealogical historian 

Susan Smart not only concurs with Whaley’s findings, but also agrees with observations made 

by others, who also assert that the significance of death merits a central position in all historical 

interests, reflecting the impact of death on the community.
33

  

Though Whaley claims that there is a revival in the study of death by academics, it 

largely focuses on the American perspective of death as a form of commercial industry.
34

 Recent 

investigations into the nature of funerary customs and symbols located on the grave markers of 

European immigrants in southern Ontario, Nova Scotia, and British Columbia, indicate that there 

is much to learn from these historical sources, regardless of how rural the locality. In addition to 

their importance as memorials, gravestones also serve a significant purpose to teach future 

generations about the intertwining of historical and cultural studies “as historic and genealogical 
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documents, as art objects, and as material expressions of cultural attitudes.”
35

 While gravestones 

promote an unwritten aura of silence and solemnity, their appearances speak volumes not just 

about the individual(s) they honour, but also about the local history of the area in which these 

people died. The connection of gravestones to national history is evident in the sagacious words 

of historian J.J. Talman, who said, “[All] history, no matter how local, is part of the national 

record.”
36

 This observation is true when historians, both public and professional, look at the 

local, social and cultural history of Thunder Bay proper and its surrounding district. 

 

Speaking for the Dead 

 

The types of information that reveal the socio-historical context in which a person lived 

and died are derivable from a variety of sources, including the materials used to make grave 

markers and the importance of gravestone symbolism. As Darrell A. Norris indicates, the 

gravestone is highly significant as an indicator of nineteenth-century material culture.  As “a 

commercially sold object and as a vehicle of Victorian expression,” the grave marker was 

important for denoting the social and familial status of the deceased, as well as the shifting trends 

in popular taste.
37

 David B. Knight also observed the importance of gravestones as markers that 

reflect cultural change through the years.
38

  Despite the historical importance of the grave 
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marker, there is a significant lack of literature on the subject, leading to questioning the priorities 

of society leading up to, and in the nineteenth century.
39

 

While information reflecting the attitudes towards death in different periods are found in 

a variety of sources, nowhere is the reminder of human mortality most evident than in cemeteries 

and graveyards, through the presence of grave markers. According to William Thomas Vincent, 

the common gravestone still has much to offer as a historical source. While he recognizes that 

the historical contributions of the common gravestone are small in comparison to other types of 

primary sources, they are no less important to the discipline. He also acknowledges how the 

subject, as a potential branch of study, has been “quite neglected” by the academic and historical 

communities.
40

 He suggests that the problem of priority lies with the numerous works that focus 

on the elite expressions of death overshadow the “simple gravestone of the churchyard” with 

feigned importance.
41

   

The simple gravestone becomes an important resource in this thesis. Following the path 

of social history requires the use of sources that normally lay outside the scope of academic 

research, including death notices from Port Arthur and Fort William newspapers, sources that are 

accessible through the Thunder Bay Historical Museum Society, the Lakehead University 

Archives, and the Thunder Bay Archives. Valuable data located in the Archives of Ontario, and 

the Library and Archives of Canada, such as immigration records, and provincial and national 
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censuses, provide further support for the arguments. In addition to the examinations of the 

gravestones and symbolism on the markers of European immigrants who settled during the 

period of study, interviews with members of the clergy and funeral industry regarding funerary 

customs and the practices of minority groups supplement the research. The results provide 

another dimension to the social, cultural, urban, and historical landscapes of the Lakehead. The 

causes of death also further the importance of those immigrants within the historical context of 

Port Arthur and Fort William, as their actions contributed significantly to the evolution of the 

two cities. Despite the intention of visiting the cemeteries within the Thunder Bay District to 

photograph the wide assortment of grave markers, the constraints of time and physical distance 

impeded the goal. The result was the limited first-hand exposure to headstones in Riverside 

Cemetery, Mountain View Cemetery, the Ruthenian/Ukrainian Catholic Cemetery, and the 

Shaarey Shomayim Hebrew Cemetery. The other important source that allowed for the 

comparative analyses of the markers was the Canadian Gravemarker Gallery website, filling 

some of the gaps by providing pictures of gravestones located in other rural cemeteries 

throughout the various townships in the District. Through these venues of research sources, it is 

possible to observe the wide-ranging impact of death on the human history of the Lakehead 

region, which should merit an equal amount of attention as an area of academic research equal to 

the study of life. In this part of Northwestern Ontario, it is feasible to consider that death breathes 

life into history.  

In the attempt to uncover the foundations of the social taboo surrounding death, Chapter 

1 discusses the socio-historical roots of death and its perceptions in European countries, 

specifically in the countries from which Thunder Bay immigrants came. Though most beliefs 

about death are superstitious in nature, this thesis focuses on the factual truth about death in 
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Canada. Depending upon the context of the situation, there are times when people treat death as a 

physical entity, while others treat death as a state of being. For the purpose of clarification 

throughout this study, references to the physical being are the capitalized form of Death, whereas 

references to the concept of death as a state will start with a lowercase “d.” The analysis of these 

and other pre-established beliefs about the nature and social identity of death highlight the 

foundational groundwork for the cultural interpretations of death discussed in the subsequent 

chapters.  

Chapter 2 examines the socio-cultural circumstances that led to the formations of the 

cultural interpretations of death held by the millions of migrants that left their homelands for the 

frontier landscape of North America.
42

 To Perkins, “every institution [including death][...] has its 

social aspect. Its interest for the social historian is intensified if it throws light on the way in 

which the society maintains and renews itself, distributes prestige or status, and solves or frets at 

the recurring problem of adjustment to its environment and its neighbours.”
43

 Obstacles 

established by the dominant cultural group impeded immigrants’ efforts to improve their socio-

economic status through labour-intensive jobs, adding restrictions to the quality of their lives, 

contradicting the openness of Canada as a country of many freedoms. Working-class and ethnic 

populations encountered the most difficulties during community-wide epidemics in the early 

twentieth century, due to the limitations of available options, complications compounded by 
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social, cultural, and linguistic barriers.
44

 While she focuses mainly on the 1918 influenza 

epidemic in Winnipeg, her observation is also applicable to the treatment of immigrants in Fort 

William during the typhoid epidemic of 1906, when the press criticized them for their 

‘backwards’ lifestyles that contributed to the spread of the disease.  

Regardless of the cause of an immigrant’s death, religion becomes the next outlet for the 

understanding of death. In Chapter 3, the treatments of the deceased in preparation for funerals 

revealed not only what religious faiths were prevalent in the communities, but also what groups 

of immigrants shared those faiths. Through an analysis of the impact of religion and immigrant 

culture in Port Arthur and Fort William, there is a clearer understanding of how religion shaped 

the socio-cultural landscape of a pioneer community. This chapter explores the historical 

development and evolution of the customs and traditions surrounding immigrant funerals. The 

information presented here also serves to emphasize how the religious cultures of European 

immigrants came together to create a specific multicultural character that defined the region. 

Further definition of the region through the cultural consequences of death is the topic of 

discussion in Chapter 4. The development of faith- or culture-specific burial grounds in the 

Thunder Bay District contributed to the creation of a “Lakehead” tradition unique to the region. 

The heavy influence of the situation in Britain on life during the Victorian era highlights the 

death-related ideas and concepts that began in Europe in the nineteenth century, and made their 

way across the Atlantic to Northwestern Ontario in the early twentieth century. One integral 

feature of this chapter is the introduction of the “garden cemetery” movement; though it started 
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in England, proponents of the idea found inspiration in Paris, Egypt and Italy, where death and 

art intimately intertwine.
45

  

Finally, Chapter 5 investigates the degree of cultural influence reflected in the choice 

and expression of gravestone symbols and other grave markers. Norris and others noted that the 

choice of symbols on markers from the nineteenth century is significant as forms of cultural 

indicators.
46

 According to Douglas Keister observed that the choice of gravestone symbolism on 

the gravestones of children who died during the nineteenth century, changed from those in the 

eighteenth century. He explains that the choice of engraving lambs and doves represented the 

altering of the social attitude that treated children purely as children, not as little adults as they 

were in the eighteenth century.
47

 Death is evident in the artwork of the allegorical gravestone of 

the eighteenth century.
48

 Vincent found the range of symbols to be of a grim nature, suggesting a 

preoccupation with mortality and the imminence of death. Icons including skulls, coffins, and 

spent hourglasses were reminders of the period, and of the remaining time left to pursue mortal 

life.
49

 Evidence of this development in Port Arthur and Fort William was present in the 

designations of “Babylands”, plots of land in the cemeteries allotted for the burial of infants and 

young children.  

Despite the imbalance between life and death, some scholars claim that death should 

receive more attention within scholarly circles. What scholars seem to infer, is that death 
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connects these seemingly unrelated disciplines at one central point, yet there are no limits to its 

numerous applications. Those various applications include the potential contributions of death to 

the physical, social, and cultural development of Fort William and Port Arthur as two pioneer 

communities that have influenced Canadian history.
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Chapter 1: 

 

The Socio-historical Perceptions of Death: Psychology, Personifications and People  

 

 

The human imagination is a powerful tool, not only in personifying Death as a form of 

response to the end of life, but also in giving the entity credibility as a figure of fear. According 

to Timothy Taylor, death is a human invention, its rituals designed to appease deities released 

with the escape of the soul.
1
 As a human invention, death is subject to the creativity of 

imagination, and therefore has no limitations as to the potential of its nature or appearance. To 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Karl S. Guthke, it is a natural reflex to imagine Death as a 

personified human being, as the ability to imagine helps humans to adapt to the complex and 

unnerving situations in the world by giving “shape to the shapeless [and] approximating it to the 

familiar” when creating symbols.
2
 The personification of Death is a prevalent figure in European 

cultural media, including those countries from which migrants left for a different life in Canada.  

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the genesis of beliefs behind the establishment 

of the traditional perceptions of death held by European immigrants prior to their migration to 

Canada. In the process of studying the socio-historical foundations that lend credence to the 

taboo status, the findings reveal how the beliefs of European culture and the upheavals of 

immigration influenced their perceptions of death in preparation for their lives in the new 

country. The application of these developments to the social stigma of death in Canadian history 
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has the potential to challenge the established convention of treating death solely as a private 

matter discussed behind closed doors.  

 

The Psychology of Death 

 

Harold J. Perkins described five components that are essential in the study of a society 

during a fixed time and location. In his essay, he identified psychology, as the fifth component to 

study that is necessary in the understanding of a society. His definition included some of the 

ways in which society “reacts upon itself,” including “the aims [that] it consciously pursues, the 

moral criteria by which it judges its success, the public opinion [that] it applies to its own 

behaviour and concerns, and the ideals, which satisfy its aspirations.”
3
 Though the connection 

between death and a society’s psychology may or may not be immediately clear, the purpose of 

touching on some psychological aspects in this thesis is to enhance the contribution of death to 

the history of Canada and its immigrant population.  

Immigrants have contributed significantly to the development of Canada’s national 

culture through food, music and dance, and customs that reflect on their life values. Death has its 

own customs and values that provide insight into the cultural traditions of a cultural group; death 

is the most ritualized crisis of human life in response to man’s rejection of the finality of death. 

During the late 1800s, death was not just an individual loss; rather, it affected the totality of the 

traditional pioneer community.
4
  Rituals to respect the deceased included wearing mourning 
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clothes in the appropriate cultural colour, the cooking of a traditional meal for the grieving 

family, and communal support for the spouse or family during a transition period. The 

continuation of performing traditional funerary rituals in their new country of residence, helped 

immigrants maintain a link between the established cultures of the homeland, while defying the 

Anglo-conformity model espoused by historians in the early 1900s.
5
 Folklorists that adhered to 

the survivalistic framework of folklore studies assumed that “Old World folklore is the pure 

reflection of ethnic tradition.”
6
 Yet Stephen Stern argues that it is possible to recreate folklore 

from the “golden age of folklore” in response to changing cultural circumstances,
7
 including the 

adaptation of important death beliefs held by minority groups following their immigration to 

Northwestern Ontario.  

A significant example of the type of “flexible” folklore advocated by Stern appears in the 

vernacular tradition of Finland. In rural parts of that country, there were beliefs about the 

kirkonväki (translated to churchyard-väki, väki meaning “crowd” or “power” in Finnish), “a 

crowd of supernatural beings, which is closely related to death and church, and which sometimes 

functions as an invisible force.”
8
 Narratives about beliefs in the churchyard-vaki describe the 

invisible agents as helpers to remind the local people about the importance of showing respect 

toward the deceased person and their family, as they “appear in graveyards, on the road or even 

in farmhouses after someone has died or when death-related objects have been brought to the 
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house. Belief legends also tell about their nightly church services.”
9
 While there are an 

abundance of descriptions of the settings in which people meet the churchyard-väki, the most 

common description of the väki is that of decomposed corporeal bodies, sometimes with or 

without flesh.
10

 The suggestion of humanity expressed by the solidness of the väki in Finland is a 

possible indication of the universality of Death and its aspects expressing some degree of 

uncanniness as part of their character. 

Humankind often personifies Death as a human because it is the uncanny, the entity that 

is close to being human, but is not quite human, and feared because of its otherness. Chris 

Baldick describes the uncanny as “a kind of disturbing strangeness evoked in some kinds of 

horror story and related fiction [often attributed to the narrator’s or protagonist’s dream, 

hallucination, or delusion. [...] When] no such psychological explanation is offered, [then] 

strange events are taken to be truly supernatural.”
11

 The eerie otherness expounded by Baldick, is 

the quality of Death that has remained prevalent in European folklore in the form of superstition, 

and carried over to become an aspect of Western culture. 

While his definition suggests that the idea of a personified Death belongs mainly in the 

realm of fiction as an uncanny character with supernatural qualities, there are other scholarly 

interpretations positing the argument that Death is more than solely a product of human 

imagination expressed through the liberal arts. According to Nicholas Royle, the uncanny is “not 

simply an experience of strangeness or alienation. More specifically, it is a peculiar commingling 
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of the familiar and unfamiliar.”
12

 Philippe Ariès noted how the recognition of death in a physical 

form was important in ancient and medieval times as part of the warning prior to a person’s own 

death, a notice that has grown obsolete with the favouring of human progress over nature.
13

 In 

the eighteenth century, the Marquis de Sade perpetuated similar ideas. Death as a physical being 

did not exist; instead, it was “a notion cultivated by man that disappears in the overall plan of 

nature.” Death was an imaginary concept concocted to protect “man’s social power, the power 

that regulates society and produces order and work” from the destructive evil of Nature, who 

destroys to create.
14

  

Contemporary scholars often debunk the works of Sigmund Freud for their lack of 

objective credibility, yet his essay on the uncanny is one of the seminal works on the subject. His 

interpretation of the nature of the uncanny, stemming from the diction used to describe it in 

several European languages, comprises part of the consensus about the entity: 

 

It undoubtedly belongs to all that is terrible –to all that arouses dread and creeping  

horror; it is equally certain, too, that the word is not always used in a clearly  

definable sense, so that it tends to coincide with whatever excites dread. Yet we  

may expect that it implies some intrinsic quality which justifies the use of a  

special name. One is curious to know what this peculiar quality is which allows us  

to distinguish as “uncanny” certain things within the boundaries of what is  

“fearful.”
15
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The description suggests that Death is a fearful entity, and therefore humankind needs to 

push it past the margins of humanity and academia. Despite the uncanniness of Death often 

hinting at the assumption of being sinister, evil, merciless, not human, some scholars advocate 

the ‘benefits’ of imagining Death as a physical human being. Leilah Wendell states that the 

anthropomorphizing of death is “essential to the learning and understanding process, [as Death is 

often an adept and quick shape-shifter].”
16

 Her position echoes that held by Dion Fortune, who 

observed the importance of studying Death outside of the sphere of occultism and other 

controversial arts. In her book Through the Gates of Death, Fortune noted that the prevalent 

mindset of society portrays Death, as the great enemy of humankind.
17

 Though the connection 

between death as a historical topic and occultism is too distant to consider the fields relatable, 

there is the historical potential to understand how Death became a topic exclusive to occultism. 

The well-established ideology of marginalization towards Death, suggests that the psycho-

cultural image of Death has not changed over time, that there is a universal component to the 

existence of Death as an uncanny character. Though the universality of death and the 

imagination suggests the existence of one dominant image in the global definition of death, 

Guthke disagrees with the claim, noting how the diversity of death reflects cultural influences: 

No single image can capture death in all its allure and horror. Not surprisingly, not one 

but many images come to mind spontaneously or with some reflexion [sic]. Mythologies, 

folklore, religions, turns of phrase, art and literature, and even our daily lives are full of 

such visually realized or realizable personifications of that which is largely taboo in 

industrialized societies today – unthinkable and therefore unimaginable.
18
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The ‘otherness’ of death seems to suggest a hybridity, casting it within the dimensions of 

another culture, separate from those of the immigrants and the dominant group, yet belongs in 

both categories as a multicultural entity. Research conducted by Robert Kastenbaum concurs 

with Wendell’s interpretation; he noted that the reshaping of death through the centuries has 

helped humankind learn to become comfortable with death.
19

 In 1972, Kastenbaum and Ruth 

Aisenberg researched death personification, and asked two hundred forty adults how they would 

imagine death as a physical being. Their findings produced four types of personification, the 

Gentle Comforter identified by many of the respondents. Though they were allowed to perceive 

the Gentle Comforter as an adult of any age, he was frequently typified as an old bearded man, 

dressed in clean but shabby clothes, physically strong despite his age and appearance, and would 

be “kind and understanding yet be very firm and sure of his actions and attitudes.”
20

 In 1996, 

Maare E. Tamm interviewed forty-seven Swedish health care professionals to explore how they 

personified life and death, and what archetypal notions they associated with the entities. 

According to the findings, the majority personified death as an old man, and associated it with a 

rural location, with the seasons of autumn and winter, and with the time of evening or night.  To 

Tamm, the results showed that “archetypal notions of life and death do exist and that these 

notions are culturally influenced.”
21

 The findings also suggest that other cultural factors 

influence the gender of death, including nationality, language, and folklore. 

Though the pattern of the binary opposition established by the Structuralists suggests that 

Death ought to be female, the ambiguous nature of the entity seems to defy traditional 
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boundaries and contradict convention. The pattern of exemplified Death personifications 

indicates that Death is a male figure in countries that speak Germanic languages (including 

England and Scandinavia), while death assumes a female appearance in nations that are home to 

Slavic and Romance languages (for example, Poland and Italy). Despite the clear-cut nature of 

the genders, the ambiguity of Death is evident in countries where the language has no 

grammatical gender, like Finland. In those countries, the Bible determined the gender of Death, 

believed to be the consequence of sin during the Middle Ages. The question to ask was whether 

Adam’s or Eve’s sin was responsible for bringing death into the world, while the answer 

“suggested that death had to be visualized as male or female,” to reflect the gender of the 

sinner.
22

 The prevalent position held by the Church blamed Eve for the Fall of Adam and Eve 

from Eden; therefore, death was female. The ambiguity of death allowed room to change, 

transforming to correspond to the theology of the Renaissance and Baroque periods, when 

Europeans learned to equate death with the gender of the devil, which was usually male. The 

gender identity of Death is significant to the study, as the beliefs that developed in the European 

countries, came to Canada as part of the traditional folklore brought over by the immigrants 

when they settled in Northwestern Ontario. 

 

Personifications of Death 

 

Male or female, malevolent or benevolent, Death is a significant cultural figure in the 

traditional folklores of Europe. While some stories suggest that mortals are able to bribe, trick, or 

outwit Death as a mere psychopomp, other renditions exalt death as an archangel with almost 
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free reign over the collection of souls. At times, it is a winged figure, or as a withered person 

using some form of transportation. Wendell identifies Samael as the most important of the angels 

of death; the winged entity from Jewish lore, Samael’s task is to separate the body of the 

deceased from its soul. In the Talmud, the Angel of Death uses a sword tipped with gall.  In other 

cultures, death is equipped with other tools including a scythe.
23

 The use of the scythe by the 

Angel of Death is another piece of evidence that points to the spread of cultural influences when 

personifying death, an observation most evident with the prevalence of the Grim Reaper, a male 

skeletal figure often wearing a black hooded robe and carrying a large scythe.  Though the image 

originated in England circa the fifteenth century, it also exists in other European countries, 

including those in Scandinavia. The timing of when the concept was established is significant as 

it reflects the prevalence of farming as the principal occupation of the era.  For death to use a 

harvesting tool, strongly suggests the collective perception of death as the harvester of souls, a 

title given to death in other European countries and cultures.
24

  

 

Portrayals of Death in Art 

 

The art from various European cultures throughout history have demonstrated how 

personification has allowed humankind to render some semblance of control over the invisibility 

and unpredictability of death. Based on the majority of art painted and printed over the past 

millennia, it is feasible to ascertain that death is a male figure, and is usually gaunt or skeletal in 

appearance. Wendell identifies a cave painting located in Anatolia (Turkey) as the oldest 
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depiction of Death, of a black winged shadow dated c. 8000 BCE. Though Death had no proper 

name until much later, the significance of this image illustrates the early attempts of humankind 

“to literally separate [themselves] from the animal kingdom and begin thinking about the 

meaning of life.”
25

 Despite the suggestion of a life-oriented direction of human evolution, she 

notes that the inevitability of Death continued to permeate the developments of human culture, 

including those related to art. 

The artistic portrayal of Death in ancient Greece attempted to familiarize the Greeks with 

the god Hades, and his kingdom of the Underworld, as death was unavoidable. The red-figure 

krater vase painted by the Underworld painter c. 320 BCE, is unique, as the details represent 

many of the myths of the Underworld. In the centre of the panel, Hades is a middle-aged bearded 

man; his dress and stature indicate he was a figure that commanded respect from mortals. The 

surrounding persons are some of the other important personalities in the Underworld, suggesting 

there are multiple aspects of death.
26

 Though the ancient writers described many of the aspects in 

further detail and independently of the collective universe of the Underworld, the physical 

visualization of Hades on the vase, further corroborates Wendell’s observation about the need to 

anthropomorphize Death for the purpose of reducing some of the fear associated with death and 

dying. 

While other cultures in Europe also have their own figures of Death from earlier times, 

the expression of a skeletal Death figure did not exist until the Middle Ages, when it appeared in 

the danse macabre works. The genre stemmed from the widespread prevalence of frequent 
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epidemics, which “brought before popular imagination the subject of death and its universal 

sway.”
27

 Similar to the English morality plays, the purpose of the Dance of Death was to teach 

about the inevitability of death and the importance of moral preparedness. In the “Dance of 

Death” plays, the skeleton figure would grab a “victim” representing each of the various classes 

of society, while a monk would read a passage in a way similar to delivering a sermon, trying to 

heighten in listeners, the urgency of repentance and the avoidance of sin. Death was not 

characterized as the destroyer; rather, he was the messenger of God who “naturally took the 

attitude and movement of the day, namely the fiddlers and other musicians, and the dance of 

death was the result.”
28

 Death the messenger used beguiling language to lure his victims beyond 

the grave, a type of personification Kastenbaum identified as the Gay Deceiver.
29

  

 

Figure 1:     A part of the preserved fragment of Bernt Notke's Danse Macabre, painted in Tallinn, Estonia, 

circa late fifteenth century. 

The dances became a subject in visual art during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, by 

artists in the humanist movement who used their art as a form of protest for church reforms. The 

extortion of funds from villagers for the purchase of indulgences, not only funded the clergy, but 

also maintained their allegiance with Rome. Forms of protest included the Danse Macabre 
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painted by Bernt Notke circa late fifteenth century (Figure 1). The skeletal Death figure became 

an important tool of protest for moral and political reform in feudal society, used with the 

purposeful intention of striking fear in the corrupt classes, specifically in the nobility and the 

clergy.  

The shift from traditional to reformed religion is observable in the Danse Macabre 

woodcuts by Hans Holbein the Younger. Completed circa 1526, the series of woodcut designs 

show the skeleton of Death physically leading his victims from their daily activities, emphasizing 

the fact that death was inescapable. In the 1538 edition of Holbein’s published woodcuts, each 

picture accompanies a quotation from the Bible written in Latin; below is a French quatrain. The 

commingling of the sacred and vernacular languages with life and death are “the particular 

exemplifications of the way death works, the individual scenes in which the lessons of mortality 

are brought home to people of every station.”
30

 The printing of the two languages, along with 

each picture, contributed to the idea of religious impartiality, as the overall theme promoted the 

idea of preparing for death in a wholly Christian way. Historian Natalie Zemon Davis notes that 

the painted danse macabre held more influence after “escaping the confines of the church and 

the friar’s spoken interpretation, [as it] could suggest ideas that lacked religious and even ethical 

content,” and was therefore openly interpretable by both Catholics and Protestants.
31

 In addition 

to promoting the inclusivity of Christianity, the use of both sacred and profane iconography also 

furthered the shift from paganism to religious ideology, including the idea of equating Death 

with the devil.    
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Though the church perceived Death as a minion of the devil during the Renaissance and 

Baroque periods, Death continued to influence art during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

through the vanitas genre of painting, a symbolic type of still-life painting.  Originating in 

Flanders and the Netherlands, the objects of choice emphasize the seeming futility of mortal life. 

The skull was the principal symbol to represent death and decay, along with flickering candles, 

rotting fruit, and bubbles for the brevity of life and the suddenness of death. In the Vanitas 

Stilleben mit Selbstbildnis anagoria [Vanitas Still Life with Self-Portrait], painted in 1628 by 

Pieter Claesz, the painting of his self-portrait on the curvature of the glass ball further 

strengthens the emphasis on death and his own mortality (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2:  Vanitas Stilleben mit Selbstbildnis anagoria [Vanitas Still Life with Self-Portrait], by Pieter Claesz, 

1628. 

After the eighteenth century, the use of skeletons in funerary art waned, in response to the 

changes in theology at the time. The portrayal of Death changed during the nineteenth century 
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and into the twentieth century, frequently appearing in social commentaries, such as the skeletal 

man in John Hogarth’s Gin Lane (1832) (Figure 3). The use of the skeletal figure in the satirical 

print is suggestive of not only the negative effects of gin consumption, but also of the 

disappearance of the male Death from popular culture.  

  

Figure 3:  Beer Street (left), and Gin Lane (right), satirical cartoons by John Hogarth (1832).  Note the figure 

in the bottom right corner illustrating the deadly consequences of gin consumption and addiction. 

The late nineteenth century witnessed the emergence of Symbolism, an artistic style that 

focussed on “a single emotion or idea rather than represent the natural world in the objective, 

quasi-scientific manner embodied by Realism and Impressionism.” Unified in their pessimism 

towards the materialism that dominated Western culture, painters in the genre often featured 

mysterious and fantastical creatures from mythology, and used them to convey their most 
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pervasive themes in their works, especially death.
32

 Women were the favoured symbol of choice, 

as they became “staples of Symbolist imagery, appearing frequently in both visual and literary 

sources from the 1880s through the first decade of the twentieth century.”
33

 The appeal of 

expressing Death through Symbolism flourished “in several national cultures and hence also in 

languages in which [Death’s] grammatical gender is not feminine,”
34

 as in Death Listens by 

Finnish Symbolist Hugo Simberg (Figure 4a). The preference of women to personify Death is 

evident in Carlos Schwabe’s Death of the Gravedigger, painted between 1895 and 1900 (Figure 

4b). Unlike the traditional portrayal of Death, Schwabe painted the angel in a form-fitting black 

dress. His work focussed mainly on the creative spirit of women, which he represented as death 

and suffering.
35

   

 (4a) 
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 (4b) 

Figure 4a (previous page): Death Listens, by Hugo Simberg 

(1897); 4b: Death of the Gravedigger, by Carlos Schwabe 

(1895-1900). 

After the First World War, the skeleton 

symbolized the threat of death in public service 

announcements against the spread of venereal 

disease and infant mortality (Figures 5a and 5b). 

The nature of the death skeletons changed with the 

creation of the “Skeleton Dance,” the first of the 

Silly Symphonies cartoons produced by Walt Disney 

in 1929, the feature is also a modern rendition of the 

Danse Macabre genre. Despite the skeletons dancing with each other, instead of with members 

of all levels of the social hierarchy, their manipulations of bony parts for the purpose of 

amusement is a sharp contrast to the significance of skeletons as grim reminders of the transience 

of life in earlier times.  

  (5a) 
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 (5b)  

Figure 5a (previous page): Campaign to reduce infant 

mortality, poster c. 1918. Issued by the American Red 

Cross, the poster shows a group of healthy babies 

threatened by the figure of death, who slips in 

unnoticed through a window. The text reads:  “Save 

your baby! (One in eight die before they are one year 

old.) Death is waiting for his chance. Mothers! By your 

intelligent care you can snatch him from Death’s 

hands.” The message served to remind mother that 

Death was an ever-present danger in industrial cities, 

where diseases were rampant. Wellcome Library, 

London, in Deborah Brunton, ed., Medicine 

Transformed:  Health, Disease and Society in Europe, 

1800-1930 (Machester:  Manchester University Press, 

2004), 250. 5b: Young suitor kneeling before death 

disguised as a young girl.  A satire on syphilis. In Rob 

Porter, Blood & Guts: A Short History of Medicine 

(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2004), 14. 

 

Personifications of Death in Literature 

 

In addition to the impact of visual representations when describing death, it is also 

necessary to consider the importance of language in the development and transmission of ideas 

relating to death. According to Taylor, the concept of death is prehistoric, formed when early 

hominids developed early speech and enough intellectual capacity to formulate the idea of the 

soul, “of something that was ‘us’ continued after death, signalled only by its patent absence from 

each corpse.”
36

 While he suggests that, the linguistic expression of death happened at some 

moment after the advent of speech but before the existence of writing, he also acknowledges the 

debate among scholars regarding when to date the power of speech, at two million years, or 

around forty thousand years ago. Taylor infers that the evolution of speech also allowed for the 

propagation of ideas about the soul, and the importance of controlling the soul’s malevolence, 
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either by re-absorption of the soul when released through ritual funerary cannibalism, or by 

physical isolation of the corpse from normal life.
37

 Though his inferences into the socio-

historical genesis of death and funerary rituals are speculative at best, he admits that archaeology 

is not an exact science, and can draw much controversy when inferring ideas from objects, 

including grave markers.
38

  

Unlike the portrayals of death in art, death often performed various human roles to 

further his anthropomorphic uncanniness in literature throughout the centuries. In the Hebrew 

Bible, Death is a reaper in the fields of souls, where “[the] corpses of people are scattered [...] 

like sheaves left behind by the reaper with no one to gather them.”
39

 In other religious scriptures, 

death is sometimes a malevolent spirit; Death is a fisher that catches the souls of men “with an 

evil net” in Ecclesiastes.
40

 A personified Death rides a pale horse in Revelations, with the intent 

“to kill with sword, and with hunger, and with death […].”
41

 Later on, God throws Death into a 

lake of fire and sulphur as punishment for tormenting the world; the chapter refers to the event as 

the second death.
42

 Though there are frequent references to death as a sentence for punishment in 

the Old Testament, there are fewer in the New Testament, and the references to a personified 
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Death are far fewer in number, suggesting a transition from the prevalence of pagan 

interpretations of death, to the spread of Christianity and its influences on death in Europe.  

Death in ancient times was neither unthinkable nor unimaginable. In the mythology of 

ancient Greece and Rome, for example, Hades was king, yet there is no physical description of 

him in literature; ancient writers describe him solely as the host or lord of many guests, a 

reference to his kingdom as the receiving-place for all mortal souls.
43

 Thanatos was the angel of 

death, yet he was a minor character in the landscape of the Underworld. At times ancient 

mythographers described him as being skeletal and pitiless, much like the god Hades.
44

 In the 

Romantic Age of modern history, Thanatos became a young boy who held an inverted torch in 

one hand, and an hourglass or a butterfly in the other hand. His youthful portrayal, along with 

that of his twin brother Hypnos (Sleep), promoted the gentleness of the innocent and peaceful 

death. Though the name Thanatos means Death, he was not the single entity identified as death. 

Instead, he was one of the various beings that ran the Underworld. The most important of the 

aspects in the Underworld was Charon the ferryman, whose journey across the river Styx was the 

most important step in ancient times: 

 A ferryman guards these waters, Charon, horrifying in his terrible squalor; a mass of  

white beard lies unkempt on his chin, his eyes glow with a steady flame, and a dirty cloak  

hangs from his shoulders by a knot.  He pushes his boat himself by a pole, tends to the  

sails, and conveys the bodies across in his rusty craft; he is now older, but for a god old  

age is vigorous and green.
45
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While the personification of death as an old man is only one form of interpretation, it is 

recognizably familiar in the Western imagination. Though some poets portray Death as a hunter, 

others describe him as a ‘king of kings’ with power to rule the entire world. The poem “Flowers 

of Sion” by the seventeenth-century Scottish poet William Drummond of Hawthornden describes 

Death as the king of kings: 

More oft than once, Death whiſper’d in mine Ear, 

Grave what thou hears in Diamond and Gold, 

I am that Monarch whom all Monarchs fear, 

Who have in Duſt their far-ſtretch’d Pride uproll’d. 

All all is mine beneath Moon’s Silver Sphere, 

And nought, ſave Virtue, can my Power with-hold. [sic]
46

  

 

In this brief stanza, the behaviour of Death hints at that of Kastenbaum’s Gay Deceiver persona, 

encountered earlier in the chapter. Despite the promises of wealth “in Diamond and Gold,” he 

warns the poet of his subtly veiled power, and the inability of escaping that power, as his domain 

encompasses all under the light of the moon during the evening or night, times that the 

participants of Tamm’s study more frequently associated with Death.
47

 Yet Death is not always a 

malevolent character; there are also examples of poetry where Death is benevolent and merciful. 

In Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s “The Reaper and the Flowers,” Death’s actions and dialogue 

hint at compassion towards the mother, as he reaps the souls of her young children, the “flowers” 

in the poem. Though Longfellow describes Death as having “a sickle keen,” the ability of Death 
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to reap the flowers with a tearful eye suggests that the task was not done out of cruelty or spite, 

an important contrast to the ancient perceptions of death as a pitiless being.
48

 

Death expert Douglas Davies agreed with Taylor, noting how understanding the 

significance of language in relation to human culture is integral to understanding the cultural 

impact of death. He claimed that death is not only a transformative entity, but is also a state of 

transformation that affects the identity of both the deceased and the living. The expression of 

grief marks the rupturing of relationships, and the loss of the deceased’s identity upon death. As 

Davies explains, because the corpse’s absence from society is also an absence of identity, a 

strong sense of self-awareness is present among the living.
49

 He considers the self-awareness and 

self-consciousness of people combined with the power of language, to be the defining features of 

humanity, and is important to the social understanding of death. Davies suggests that because 

“funerary rites and the language of death thus mark the divide between the paradox of social 

eternity, and physical mortality, […] funerals symbolize society.”
50

 Though he mentioned how 

people use verbal language to defy death, he does not specifically mention any other use.   

 

Conclusion 

 

Observations made by the late folklorist and ethnologist Linda Dégh acknowledge the 

importance of recognizing the contributions made by European immigrants to the improvement 
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of life in Canada as a “continuous and essential part of human history.”
51

 An expansion of her 

observation intimates that their influences also apply to the culture of death in Canada. She found 

that the movements of immigrant populations through New World nations “determine the 

existence of languages” in the attempt to retain their cultural identity. Languages also play a 

significant role in the transmission of ideas about death.
52

 Ariès agreed with the idea, noting how 

Romance languages played a significant role in influencing the culture of death in Canada: 

Death may be tamed, divested of the blind violence of natural forces, and 

ritualized, but it is never experienced as a neutral phenomenon. It always remains 

a misfortune, a mal-heur. It is remarkable that in the old Romance languages 

physical pain, psychological suffering, grief, crime, punishment, and the reverses 

of fortune were all expressed by the same word, derived from malum, either alone 

or in combination with other words:  in French, malheur, maladie, malchance, le 

malin (misfortune, illness, mishap, the devil).
53

 

 

Death as an entity and a concept infiltrated human history. As an uncanny male figure, 

his personifications ranged from being a winged servant of God, or a pedestrian wanderer that at 

times rode a horse, to being a king that ruled the world. When Christian dogma dominated 

European medieval culture, death became part of the original sin, an ideology that “expressed a 

universal sense of the constant presence of evil. Resignation was not, therefore, submission to a 

benevolent nature [...]; rather it [was] the recognition of an evil inseparable from man.”
54

 The 

idea of the universality of death among humankind intertwined with art and literature, expressing 

and promoting the virtues of life, a form of ideological camouflage that has allowed Death to 
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begin “concealing itself under the mask of beauty.”
55

 In the process of investigating the socio-

historical roots of Death and the death taboo, evidence found in art and literature supports the 

theory that the figure of Death was a political symbol, representing one of the higher powers that 

were inescapable for all. In all European cultures, Death as a figure commanded respect, which 

at times reflected in the circumstances of a person’s death. The peak of his intimidation appears 

during the Middle Ages, when the anthropomorphized persona of Death became the threatening 

being that was able to interrupt the reigns of monarchical power, and usurp the financial bleeding 

of feudal society by members of the clergy for the purchasing of indulgences to shorten the time 

a soul spent in Purgatory. The fear conveyed by the appearance of Death, combined with the 

inescapability of death, created an entity that humankind has grown to recognize; it is the 

numerous expressions of Death in art and literature through human history, that have contributed 

to the collective desensitization of the fear of Death. Despite being desensitized to the image of 

Death as a withered or skeletal figure, what has not changed is the feeling of dread associated 

with Death, a feeling that endangered the lives of many immigrants that migrated to Canada 

during the late nineteenth century, and into the early twentieth century. 

In the early twentieth century, open discussions about death and dying became taboo, and 

“[what] used to be appreciated is now hidden; what used to be solemn is now avoided.”
56

 Is there 

the remotest of possibilities that, based on the socio-historical treatment of death, the public and 

academics could accept such an anomaly without question, without judgement? Based on 

observations made by William Abel Caudill, the free acceptance of death is a utopian idea at 
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best. Death is a very stressful situation to handle, a problem that requires each immigrant culture 

to resolve individually. Various factors come into play when dealing with the stress of death, 

including the perceptions of “man’s relation to nature, [...] and the modality of man’s relations to 

other men [...].”
57

 Samuel Scheffler notes, “[a] country’s unity is both expressed and sustained 

by its citizens’ shared sense of history [...] and by their participation in a range of informal 

customs [...] covering virtually every aspect of life [...].”
58

 Though he does not specifically 

mention any funerary practices, it is feasible to include them as types of customs that affected 

European immigrants in Canada during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They 

established their own socio-cultural beliefs about Death; as immigrants, they brought those well-

established ideas with them to Northwestern Ontario, to the Thunder Bay District. 

While American anthropologists and sociologists predicted the creation of a “melting-

pot” in which minority groups would adjust to share common aims and ideas, Death wore a 

common mask to respect the ideal of acculturation through assimilation.
59

 In Canada, the 

“mosaic” of multiculturalism reflects the individuality of immigrant diversity, and leads Death to 

wear many diverse masks, representing not only the religious faith and culture of the deceased, 

but also the strength of the person’s character in life. Ariès, Davies, and others suggest that it is 

well past time for the mask to come off, and for Death to hide no longer from the condemning 

ideologies of the past. Death is an integral part of Canadian immigration history.  
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Chapter 2: 

 

The Role of European Immigration in the Thunder Bay District 

 

Canada is probably the most free country in the world where a man still has room to breathe, to 

spread out, to move forward, to move out, an open country with an open frontier. Canada has 

created harmony and cooperation among ethnic groups, and it must take this experience to the 

world because there is yet to be such an example of harmony and cooperation among ethnic 

groups. 

--Ukrainian historian and political dissident Valentyn Moroz 

 

Though Moroz suggests that Canada is a land of great freedom and opportunity, history 

demonstrates that his statement is contradictory at best, for there were many hardships for the 

immigrants to overcome. In the pursuit of improving their socio-economic status, “they were 

systematically underpaid ... tortured by physical labour, torn by nostalgia for the old country, 

crushed by loneliness in a strange land, and by the fear of death which [they] often looked in the 

face.”
1
 The frequent exposure to risky situations in Canada suggests that death was already a 

regular occurrence in their lives. A significant part of their socio-cultural existence, death 

followed the immigrants to the Thunder Bay District, where they learned through exposure about 

the value of their lives in comparison to the dominant cultural group.  

This chapter examines how death played a significant role in the challenges faced by the 

immigrants in their daily lives, with a particular focus on those faced by the Finns, Ukrainians, 

and the Greeks of Fort William and Port Arthur. In addition to the hazards of the landscape and 

climate of Northwestern Ontario, minorities had to contend with the rules and regulations 

imposed upon them regarding health and sanitation, an issue highlighted during the early years 

of the twentieth century. While there were outbreaks of other diseases during the same time, the 
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typhoid epidemic of 1906 illustrated the most difficulty of any community-wide epidemic in the 

Lakehead. The event not only negatively stigmatized the immigrant population as harbingers of 

death, but also showed how immigrants became victims due to the attitudes shared by members 

of the dominant cultural group. In order to understand the implications of European immigration 

on the Thunder Bay District, a socio-historical examination of the evolution of Canada’s 

immigration policy is necessary.  

 

The Developments of Canada’s Immigration Policy 

 

 The late nineteenth century was a period of transition for the young nation of Canada. 

While Confederation united the country in spirit, the British North America Act expanded the 

national border to prevent American expansion into the Prairies, their policy driven by the 

attitude of Manifest Destiny.
2
 To Ninette Kelley and Michael J. Trebilcock, the challenge to 

create a harmonious nation unified from coast to coast was far from complete by 1880: 

The beginnings of a geographically far-flung, physically daunting, thinly 

populated, economically fragile, and culturally conflicted nation had been 

tenuously stitched together without great enthusiasm and in singularly unromantic 

and unexalted circumstances. The battle to carve a nation out of a wilderness had 

been won, but the battle to sustain a nation through the physical, economic, and 

cultural tribulations that lay ahead had only just begun.
3
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Despite the need for immigrants to increase vastly the volume of population in the West, 

there were cautious reservations about who could enter the fledgling country. The Immigration 

Act of 1869, focussed primarily on the need to ensure the safety of passengers while travelling, 

and to prevent their exploitation upon their arrival. Though there were few restrictions in the 

document, there was a penalty against the captain of three hundred dollars for every passenger 

listed as a “Lunatic, Idiotic, Deaf and Dumb, Blind, or Infirm Person,”
4
 emphasizing the 

importance of preserving the nation’s health. While some amendments furthered the prohibition 

of the criminal and destitute, there were no total revisions made during the nineteenth century.  

The Prime Minister at the time, Sir John A. Macdonald, demonstrated the desirability of 

racial barriers to discourage free entry into Canada. His eagerness to avoid the degeneration of 

Canada’s “racial pedigree” came on the heels of his political exposure to Chinese immigrants 

who had worked on the western leg of the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR). Concerns over the 

potential of the Chinese threat, and how they would harm “the physical health and economic 

well-being of the white race,” resulted in the immediate enactment of the Chinese Immigration 

Act following the completion of the railway in 1885.
5
 He also deplored the influx of millions of 

Slavs and Italians into the United States in 1890, that “mass of foreign ignorance and vice which 

has flooded that country with socialism, atheism and all other isms,” resulting from their ‘open 

door’ immigration policy.
6
 To avoid the recurrence of that type of ‘cultural calamity,’ 

Macdonald promoted a selective policy that preferred immigrants from Great Britain and 
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northwestern Europe to populate the Prairies. While Kelley and Trebilcock claim that Germans 

were the most desirous of immigrants, Donald Avery found that immigrants from the 

Scandinavian countries were preferred as members of “vigorous northern races who were 

culturally sound and who could quickly conform to the norms of Anglo-Canadian life.”
7
 Their 

agricultural skills, work ethic, and linguistic proximity to English, became great advantages for 

those groups, including the Finns.  

The records of Canadian immigration history often accredit Sir Clifford Sifton with 

amendments that allowed for such favouritism in the 1869 Immigration Act. As Minister of the 

Interior from 1896 to 1905, Sifton oversaw efforts to attract immigrants for peopling the prairies, 

particularly with farmers to harvest grain and other raw materials to sustain the growing 

population and economy. He believed the ideal immigrant was “a stalwart peasant in a sheepskin 

coat, born to the soil, whose forefathers have been farmers for ten generations, with a stout wife 

and a half dozen children, is good quality.”
8
 The stereotypical image of Sifton’s desirable 

immigrant as a hard-working individual well accustomed to manual labour was familiar to 

Anglo-Saxon owners of the bush camps, who employed many immigrants to produce wood pulp 

to appease the local demand for newsprint, or to fell logs for the lumber used in the construction 

of homes and commercial buildings.
9
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Though there were immigrants from other nationalities that worked in the lumber camps, 

the workers were more than likely to be Finn. With their temporary occupations in the lumber 

camps, he inferred that their ultimate objective was to save enough funds for the purchase of a 

farm, “where both the terrain and the climate resemble those of their native land.”
10

 Finland 

during the late nineteenth century was a country of turmoil, simultaneously undergoing “a major 

economic transformation as well as being in the throes of an explosive political crisis vis-â-vis 

her ‘Russifying’ sovereign, Nicholas II, who ruled as Tsar of All the Russias and Grand Duke of 

Finland.”
11

 Forcing up to twenty percent of landless workers to seek a new life abroad, many 

initially chose to immigrate to the United States, to farm and work the land, in the meantime 

saving up to cross the border into Canada and settle there.
12

  

Despite the government’s preference of Scandinavian immigrants as desirable people to 

enter and populate Canada, other populations from continental Europe immigrated to Canada and 

settled in the Thunder Bay District. The first two waves of Ukrainian immigration to Canada 

occurred from 1877 to 1914 and from 1922 to 1939. During these periods the Ukrainian portion 

of European immigrants were comprised mostly of individuals from the regions of Galicia, 

Bukovina, and Transcarpathia, which were annexed by Poland, Romania, and Czechoslovakia, 

respectively following the events of the First World War.
13

 The same conflict also changed the 
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mindset of the early Ukrainian immigrants. To Leo Iwasykiw, travelling to Canada was only a 

temporary venture outside of their traditional homeland: 

 But going away of one’s own volition, abandoning forever one’s own village or  

town, leaving tightly intertwined kinship relations and the graves of ancestors was  

not in the Ukrainian character. So when immigration to Canada was opened for  

Ukrainians in the last decade of the nineteenth century, many considered it only as  

an extended but temporary absence from home. They planned to return with a  

small bag of good dollars to improve their social standing in the village and live  

happily thereafter. The comforting farewell to family and friends “I will be back”  

was a refrain often repeated in letters to loved ones.
14

 

 

Their plans changed as they learned to enjoy the social and economic freedoms that 

Canada had to offer. It was an advantageous benefit to Ukrainians incorporated into the ethno-

cultural region of Ruthenia. Ruthenia was, and continues to be, an ethno-cultural region in 

Eastern Europe populated by the Eastern Slavs. The region was comprised historically of the 

northern part of the Ukraine, the northwestern part of Russia, Belarus, and some neighbouring 

sections of Finland, the Baltic States, Poland, and Slovenia. In a report submitted by J.J. Wells in 

1910, there was great difficulty in identifying true Ruthenians, as the official designation also 

incorporated Galicians, a minority itself divided between Galician Poles and Galician 

Ukrainians. While the Fort William native population considered the Galicians to be “simply a 

Slavic people who were numerous enough to be recognizable as part of [the] Coal Dock district,” 

there were differences in language and religion that distinguished the two sub-groups.
15

 The 

Commissioner’s inability to distinguish the ‘true’ Ruthenians from those who belonged to other 
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minorities further illustrated the pressures of cultural conformity as defined by the dominance of 

the Anglo-Saxon culture. 

While some minorities came to the Thunder Bay District during the time of cultural 

laxness defined by the Immigration Act of 1869, many other immigrants migrated to the region 

under the rules and regulations of a new policy drafted by a new Minister of the Interior. In 

contrast to the unregulated immigration of farmers promoted by Sifton, the new Immigration Act 

of 1906 contained more restrictions regarding which immigrants could enter Canada. Drafted by 

Frank Oliver, the revised policy “[focused] more attention on their cultural and ethnic origins 

rather than their economic potential.”
16

 Despite Canada having a relatively open immigration 

policy, there was an unwritten hierarchy of preferred minorities, with those races from northern 

Europe being the most desirous. Newcomers from countries in Central Europe, Eastern Europe, 

and Southern Europe, were among the less desirable according to Oliver’s ideology, yet the 

federal government considered the continued acceptance of those immigrants into Canada 

essential. According to the Minister of Labour William Lyon Mackenzie King, Oliver was 

“strong is his opposition to labour being brought into the country to work on the railways that 

ultimately is not going to be of service for settlement and favours making restrictions on virtually 

all but northern people of Europe. I agree with him, but we are about alone in this, others 

preferring to see the railway work hurried.”
17

 Oliver capitulated to the needs of big business, 
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which required the use of immigrants from ‘inferior races’ as a source of cheap foreign labour to 

aid in railway construction work.
18

  

The need for an available source of cheap unskilled labour opened the gates of 

immigration to undesirable people, including the Greeks, who left their homeland to escape 

growing poverty and political persecution during conflicts with Ottoman Turkey. Aside from 

Greece’s physical and cultural distance from Britain, the Canadian government deemed Greece 

to be a “non-preferred” country for the Greeks’ collective rejection of farming, a “depressed way 

of life in Greece,” where the lack of arable land provided little food for subsistence, and even 

less for export to international markets.
19

 Paul Magosci mentioned how Canada’s immigration 

policy of hiring cheap labour for development attracted many Greeks for employment 

opportunities relating to transportation. While many Greeks were more likely to populate the 

major urban centres in Canada, some Greeks chose to immigrate to the cities in the Thunder Bay 

District. Observations made by local historians Roy Piovesana and John Potestio intimate that 

Greeks, as foreign immigrants, settled in the “Coal Docks” section of Fort William, and worked 

in the railway yards. In addition to working as labourers, the Greeks also opened and operated 

small businesses, including restaurants, pastry shops, and confectioneries, another form of 

opposition to the farming profession and isolation in the Prairies.
20

 

Another group that objected to farming as a profession was the Jewish population. One 

hundred thirty-eight thousand Russian Jews also arrived in Canada, after migrating to escape 
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from pogroms and other restrictions placed on them in the Pale of Settlement, an area that 

extended from the eastern pale, or demarcation line, to the western border between Imperial 

Russia and Prussia, and with Austria-Hungary.
21

 The collection of Jews in the area provided the 

opportunities for non-Jewish Russians to commit violent pogroms against the Jewry, especially 

from 1881 to 1883, and from 1903 to 1906, a continuation of the Russification process that had 

also affected Finland, the assimilation of “all peoples of the Russian Empire by forcing non-

Russians to give up their own cultures, languages, and traditions, and adopt Russian language 

and culture.”
22

 To European immigrants that left the socio-political instabilities of their 

homeland, Canada became a land of perceived open tolerance of ethno-cultural differences.
23

 

While these types of disruptions appear to have been a common driving force behind the need for 

Finns, Ukrainians, and Greeks to immigrate to Canada, the evidence of ethno-cultural 

discrimination prior to immigration strongly indicates that the racial stereotyping of minorities 

by the dominant Anglo-Saxon culture originated from decisions made in Ottawa. The pro-British 

attitudes conveyed by the government’s decisions hinted not only at the status of immigrants as 
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‘others,’ but also at the rank of Northwestern Ontario as a geographic hinterland. In the 

communities of Fort William and Port Arthur, the immigrants laboured and fought (politically 

and physically) to transform their pioneer towns into cultural metropolises.  

 

The Immigrant Establishment in Fort William 

 

When Lucy Maud Montgomery passed through Fort William in 1891, she described the 

town as “a pretty place with beautiful mountain scenery and some nice houses,” but how some of 

the wilderness had encroached on the town:  “But it is all as yet pretty rough; the streets are full 

of charred unsightly stumps among which promenade numerous pigs!”
24

 The suggestion that the 

population of Northwestern Ontario in the late nineteenth century was crude and rough, 

comprised of foreign workers from the bush camps, mines, and coal docks, came from the local 

newspapers, whose writers were often of British origin. Their biased slant about the unfamiliar 

and ‘uncivilized’ is a prevalent flaw in studies about the social structure of Canada during the 

nineteenth century. While most work focuses on larger, more established cities, smaller 

communities, frontier towns and villages receive far less attention, scant at best. Despite the state 

of disproportion in this socio-historical field, Thorold Tronrud observed how the frontier of 

Northwestern Ontario exerted special influences on the development of small communities, 

including “geographical isolation, racial mixing of indigenous and immigrant populations, 

economic dependence on distant powers, and high mobility,” areas that remain largely 
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unexplored.
25

 Though Fort William was a pioneer town, the co-existence of immigrants with the 

Anglo-Saxon cultural group, not only contributed to the multicultural atmosphere of the Thunder 

Bay District, but also highlighted the cultural diversity of death in Canada. 

 

The Influence of Cultural Stereotypes in the Community 

 

Stella Ting-Toomey noted that first-generation immigrants from many minorities 

experience an internal conflict, a “struggle between an individual’s perception of being 

‘different’ coupled with the inability to blend in with either the dominant cultural group or her or 

his ethnic heritage group.”
26

 The struggle of attempting to co-exist in a multicultural region of a 

new country was a challenge faced by many of the minority groups of the era. In addition to the 

social and linguistic barriers faced by immigrants, they also lived with the burden of cultural 

stereotypes.  

Many Canadians expressed concern about the new elements in the Canadian population, 

perceiving them as threats to Anglo-Saxon norms. In 1899 the Toronto Mail and Empire set the 

tone of Canada’s public attitude towards the European immigration policy created by Sifton, 

branding it as “an attempt to make of the North-West a sort of anthropological garden … to pick 

up the waifs and strays of Europe, the lost tribes of mankind, and the freaks of creation.”
27

 Sir 

Arthur G. Doughty perpetuated the opinions held by Canadian society; in his writing, he praised 
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the Scandinavians as “hard-working, honest, thrifty and intelligent settlers of whom any country 

might be proud.”
28

 Despite his praise for the Norwegians, Swedes and Danes as Scandinavians, 

there are no references to Finland, either as part of Scandinavia, or as part of the Russian Empire. 

Equally important is the complete absence of Russians from Doughty’s list of minorities that 

immigrated to Canada. Political tensions with the Church encouraged “hundreds of thousands of 

Russians [to seek] admission into Canada as industrial and agricultural labourers” from 1899 to 

1914, and after the First World War.
29

  

In contrast to the positive opinion of Scandinavians, Doughty described the Galician 

Ukrainians as mentally slow, yet with some optimism for those individuals who settled on farms. 

For the Galicians that settled in the cities, they were ‘othered’ as immoral, criminal, and “a 

danger to national life,” in addition to being “animalized” persons “addicted to drunken 

sprees.”
30

 Other immigrant cultures in the Thunder Bay District experienced their own 

stereotypes. The Lakehead became a new home to a substantial number of Greeks encouraged to 

work on the railways. Though they were good workers on railway construction, or in the 

confectionery business, he downplayed their positive industriousness, calling them liars. When 

operating small stores that sell the necessaries of life, they were swindlers, “as it [gave] them a 

better opportunity to prey upon their countrymen.”
31

 Further condemnation of the immigrants 
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came from J.S. Woodsworth, who told his Methodist parishioners in 1898 that “the possibility of 

influencing for good the coming millions, and helping to lay the foundation of empire in 

righteousness, appeals alike to the ambition of our citizenship and the holy instincts and 

principles of our Christianity.”
32

 Messengers from other Protestant faiths preached a similar 

message to their Christian parishioners, emphasizing the need for them to help the immigrants 

integrate through assimilation.
33

 The application of cultural stereotypes to those populations in 

the Thunder Bay District was a clear indicator of the lack of national desire to welcome Finns, 

Ukrainians, Greeks and other European minorities legally into Canada.    

The social pressure put on the immigrants to assimilate to the rigidity of Canadian culture 

defined by Anglo-Saxon norms, compelled them to adapt to the dominant culture, and project 

“an image of themselves that would dispel the negative stereotypes that were prevalent not only 

in their homeland but also in their adopted country.”
34

 According to Woodsworth, education 

through public school was the key to helping immigrants integrate through the assimilation of 

language, and to ensure the preservation of Protestant ideals of national well-being. He wrote 

that, “Too great emphasis cannot be placed upon the work that has been accomplished and may –

yes, must be accomplished by our National Schools.”
35

 Though the promotion of the English 

language, customs, Protestant religion and ethics were, according to the General Assembly of the 
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Presbyterian Church, “characteristic features of our national life,” clearly they were not the only 

features that defined the polyglot culture of the Lakehead.
36

 It is interesting to note that the 

majority of propaganda that shunned immigrants in Fort William and Port Arthur was Protestant 

in nature, with messages of assimilation espoused by members of the Protestant clergy from both 

communities.  

Protestant churches also perpetuated the negative attitude of mainstream society toward 

European immigrants. The Methodist and Presbyterian churches of both Port Arthur and Fort 

William commissioned reports on the social, economic and political conditions of the two cities 

in 1913. One report described a class structure divided by the veiled intolerance of foreigners and 

their sole benefit as a plentiful source of cheap labour. There were “three distinct grades of 

society:  the English-speaking well-to-do, the English-speaking artisan class, and the immigrant 

population, ‘the ever-increasing horde of unskilled workers:  Ruthenians, Russians, Italians, and 

many others who do the railway construction work and the rough labour and freight-handling 

about the factories and docks.”
37

 As Potestio explains, the immigrants’ lack of English and lack 

of formal education stigmatized them into a pariah class, living on the “periphery of mainstream 

society,” preventing and discouraging many from becoming “Canadianized,” regrettably curbing 

foreigners from contributing to any written literature about death and their beliefs about death at 

the time.
38
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Protestantism was thriving in a variety of social initiatives, including the Sailors Institute 

for employees on lake vessels, and the Wesley Institute, a social service agency that dealt with 

“poor housing, poor sanitary conditions and poor remunerations for labour.”
39

 While they 

deliberately avoided the evangelization of the burgeoning Catholic population, the agency also 

offered English classes that assisted in integrating the immigrant population by overcoming the 

language barrier that was very evident in the communities. Historian A. Ernest Epp notes that the 

neglect and increased physical distance of the churches encouraged the evangelization of 

immigrant groups, expressed through the formation of organizations that catered to each 

individual minority. The various mutual aid societies that developed in the District assisted with 

both the welfare of the living immigrant, and ensuring the respect of the culturally diverse 

customs of death when overseeing the funerals of deceased immigrants. Possibly inspired by 

their Finnish neighbours, the Swedes that emigrated from Finland and settled in Port Arthur, 

created the Norrskenet (“Northern Light”) Sick Benefit and Funeral Aid Society in 1905, a 

significant institution that not only ensured the care and effort of the Swedish community to 

provide a proper funeral for its members, but also emphasized the importance of retaining their 

language by printing the Society’s constitution in both Swedish and English.
40

 The only other 

reference in the same book to any ethno-cultural funerary organizations is to the Societá Italiana 

di Benevolenza - Principe di Piemonte (“Italian Benevolent Society, Prince of Piedmont”). 
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Established in April 1909 by the Italians of Fort William, the organization “provide[d] financial 

assistance to those who were ill or injured and [assured] its members that they would be buried 

properly if they were unfortunate enough to die in Canada,” including the conducting of their 

religious rites.
41

 A member of the Society suggested the formation of a band in January 1919, 

with R. Colosimo as the Maestro. In addition to performing on feast days, the musicians 

performed in the funeral processions of deceased members of the Society.
42

 Though it is feasible 

to assume that the other organizations provided the same level of support for members, there is 

no other reference to funerary aspects in Epp’s chapter, nor in the entire book, suggesting that 

death does not deserve to become a respected historical topic treated by academic scholars.  

Though the negativity of the stereotypes contributed significantly to the discouragement 

of European immigration during the interwar years, it was minor in comparison to the wartime 

consequences they faced in their homelands, where the deaths of soldiers and civilians was a 

daily, if not hourly, occurrence. The physical and emotional toll experienced by Europeans, 

many of whom were agriculturalists attempting to rebuild their farms, compelled them to revive 

their interests in immigration to ‘America.’ As one immigrant from Hungary noted, “It was 

generally believed that there wasn’t much likelihood that we could improve our lives if we 

stayed home. Whoever could, should try America.”
43

 While most Europeans initially chose to 

immigrate to the United States, many redirected their routes to Canada, after learning of the 
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American government’s severe quotas on interwar migration from east-central Europe.
44

 As 

suggested by authors that have contributed to the records of European immigration history, the 

immigrants exhibited high determination to stay and improve their lives. Potestio observed the 

character of tenacity when researching the cultural adversities encountered by the Italian 

immigrants living in Fort William prior to its amalgamation with Port Arthur:  

In the context of Canadian history an understanding of ethnicity, nationality, and 

cultural identity is essential because the settlement and integration of the myriad 

ethnic groups who came to this land was contingent upon the “cultural baggage” 

these groups brought with them. Newcomer history may have common themes of 

adaptation, but in the end each ethnic group dealt with the challenges of the new 

land on its own terms. The Italians of Thunder Bay are no exception to this rule.
45

  

 

Tenacity, perseverance and determination were qualities that many immigrants exhibited 

following their arrival in the Thunder Bay District. Immigrants tried to integrate into society 

through the workplace, often in the coal docks and freight sheds of the major railways. Tronrud 

notes that immigrants contributed to the economic development of Fort William and Port Arthur, 

for the dependence of the local economy rested mainly on the control of outside concerns, 

including “the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR), and mining syndicates based mostly in the 

United States and eastern Canada.”
46

 Despite the willingness of immigrants to perform such 

labour-intensive work for a meagre wage, the job conditions were often intolerable.  

Protests for the improvements of such conditions resulted in the labeling of immigrant 

workers as militants, whose national identities made them responsible for inciting violence with 

the company’s own police on the picket lines, resulting in “a sharp ethnic edge to industrial 

                                                           
44

 Daniel Černý, “From Unknown People to a Separate Diocese: Slovak Greek Catholics in Canada,” in 

Transatlantic Migrations, vol. 1 of East Central Europe in Exile, by Anna Mazurkiewicz, ed. (Newcastle upon 

Tyne, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2013), 253-69;  

45
 Potestio, 9. 

46
 In the growing township of Oliver, sixty-one farmers comprised over ninety-six percent of the total labour force in 

1881.  Tronrud, “Frontier Social Structure,” 147. 



61 

 

relations at the Lakehead.”
47

 Their labour unrest, demonstrated through six railway strikes 

between 1902 and 1912, illustrated the observation of how “the history of local labour is largely 

a history of conflict.”
48

 There was evidence of much discrimination against the immigrants 

recorded in the meeting minutes of the Port Arthur Coal Handlers’ Union, including the 

discharge of employees affiliated with the union, and their replacement with British “scab” 

labourers who received “easier and better jobs than men who have been in the Company employs 

for years.”
49

 The continental Europeans participated in the strikes in the attempt to “abolish the 

big bear that caused the men to strike namely Capitalism […] under one flag to demand their 

rights […] [to Live] under Free Conditions and [look to the] Future for the [Minorities] of this 

district […].”
50

 The Italians and Greeks returned to work when their British replacements went 

on strike, ironically over the same grievances that triggered the initial strike.  

Though the freight handlers shared some semblance of victory, the victory was often 

illusionary, as the companies punished the workers by reneging on the negotiations made in the 

previous year. Tensions escalated in 1912 when the company refused to re-negotiate the terms 

from the previous strike, and threatened to discharge the union president for stating a grievance 

about working the men on Sunday, the traditional day of rest.
51

 The culmination of the seething 

anger and escalations of violence peaked with the arrest and trial of Italian brothers Dominic and 

Nicola Deprenzo, for attempting to murder the Port Arthur Chief of Police and assaulting a 

constable. The British community turned the case into an example of why foreigners were 
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‘dangerous,’ a view that resonated with Anglo-Saxon opinion. The judge claimed that the 

Deprenzo brothers and other strikers had pursued vigilantism, a ‘barbarian’ form of justice that 

may be tolerable in their homeland, but not in Canada.
52

 His sentencing of the brothers to ten 

years in Stoney Mountain Penitentiary resonated deeply throughout the communities, reinforcing 

the ultimate cultural stereotype that all foreigners – not just the Finns, Ukrainians, Greeks, 

Italians, or Slavs – had a propensity for violence that could prove to be a significant danger to the 

national way of life for Anglo-Saxon Canadians, but also be a potential risk to the health of 

individuals in the Thunder Bay District.  

 

The ‘Immigrant Effect’ on Health in the Thunder Bay District 

 

During the nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century, the medical practices 

of Britain espoused the theory of environmental factors as influential in the predisposition of 

individuals to catch diseases. The communities of Port Arthur and Fort William experienced a 

significant increase in the population, specifically in the number of immigrants that settled there. 

To Epp, the growth of population “tested the ability of both communities to maintain order as 

immigration, especially from Europe, diversified the population.”
53

 In an 1897 editorial from the 

Fort William Daily Journal, the dominant Anglo-Saxon culture stereotyped immigrants as 

dehumanized ‘subalterns’ whose behaviours and lifestyles conveyed the impression of a total 

disregard for civility and the health of the local population: 

In that part of Fort William known as the coal dock may be seen a settlement of  
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foreigners who work in the CPR’s employ, and who live in dwellings of the  

“shack” order. They are composed mainly of Finlanders and Italians. They pay  

the CPR Co. and the Hudson’s Bay Co., a trifling sum in the way of rental. Their  

homes remind one of the big slums in a big city. They live in squatting fashion,  

each little human coop built very close to its neighbour. They know nothing about  

the grand rules of hygiene and sanitation and care less. They live cramped and  

barren lives, and demonstrate a marvellous vitality under the circumstances...Fort  

William is disgraced with a pest and a menace. The Finlander with the iron-clad  

stomach, boils his greasy soup and bakes his black bread and drinks the dirty  

water of the Kam at his door... He may be too tough to sicken himself, but he has  

more civilized neighbours who are not quite so tough.
54

 

 

As illustrated in the editorial, the standards of health in Western medicine adhered to by the 

Anglo-Saxon culture became an important aspect in dividing the minorities from the dominant 

cultural group. Esyllt Wynne Jones also made that observation, noting how community-wide 

epidemics were “historical actor[s] that played powerful role[s] in articulating and redefining 

boundaries, particularly of ethnicity and class.”
55

 In Fort William, minority and class were 

inseparable from the social health of the community. There was a division of nationality and 

class, defined by the physical boundary line of the CPR tracks. The ‘elitist’ or ‘protestant’ 

portion of the community, comprised of residents of British, Finnish, and Ukrainian ancestry, 

lived on the west side of the tracks. On the east side of the railway, in an area historically 

referred to as the “Coal Docks,” the diversity of the immigrant population represented a 

‘catholic’ enclave, “where primarily Roman Catholic Italian, Slovak, Czech, Pole, and [other] 

Ukrainian immigrants lived and worked at the CPR freight sheds and coal handling facilities.”
56

 

The settling of immigrants in a city where multiple cultural groups contaminated the physical 

environment, fuelled the notion that the immigrants and the questionable standards of their 
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lifestyle were responsible for the spread of contagious diseases, making them the ‘harbingers of 

death’ in the community. 

Though efforts of local government to improve the health of their populations through 

sanitary reforms was not a new practice in Europe,
57

 the building of a functional sewer system to 

drain standing water was unique to the people of the Thunder Bay District. Physical 

improvements made to the community, including the removal of tree stumps from the streets that 

greatly offended Montgomery in 1891, as well as the establishment of isolation hospitals during 

the early twentieth century, were some of the sanitary reforms that “aimed to reduce overall 

mortality by making the whole urban environment a healthier place.”
58

 J.N. Hays suggested that 

the ‘triumph’ of Western medicine over disease became “a justification for the expansion of 

Western imperial power and an illustration of the superiority of Western culture,”
59

 as the men 

that presided over meetings for the Board of Health were British, representing the Anglo-Saxon 

culture of rationality and reason. Despite the significance of the developments in sanitary 

reforms throughout the city, they did not improve the human aspect of disease control. While 

knowledge and education were important tools in the confinement and eradication of disease, not 

all immigrants were able to read or speak the English language, the linguistic barrier further 

complicating local efforts to prevent further spread of communicable diseases.  
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Potestio states, “[Port Arthur] City administrators seemed to be unconcerned about the 

health problem and the living conditions of these immigrant groups,”
60

 and the observation was 

similar in Fort William. Meeting minutes for the Fort William Board of Health, beginning in 

1903, reveal the reluctant inclusion of the Coal Dock area in the enactment of sanitary reforms 

throughout the city. The delayed incorporation of the enclave in the array of sanitary reforms for 

the City of Fort William was a clear indicator of the exclusionary attitudes held by the Anglo-

Saxon members of the council during the early twentieth century. The result of the xenophobia 

toward the immigrants, subjected the minorities to socio-economic circumstances that created a 

dividing line, segregating the area of immigrants that were more vulnerable in the wake of 

disease outbreaks, an observation made evident during the typhoid epidemic of 1906. 

Typhus is a waterborne disease, often caused by the contamination of water supplies for 

domestic purposes. Hays also notes that the influx of immigrants during the early twentieth 

century, the “rapid growth of cities in the early age of industrialization concentrated people 

around water supplies that could quickly become infected, especially when breaches connected 

water supplies to sewage.”
61

 There were problems with access to pure drinking water in both 

communities. In the city of Port Arthur, the Immigrant District was in low and swampy ground, 

without sewer service or easy access to water. Immigrants usually obtained water from a single 

tap at the corner of Fort William Street and Second Street; when the tap froze in the winter, 

many immigrants fetched water from the roundhouse, or drank surface water accumulated in 

hand-dug holes. The shortage of drinking water and sewer service in the area, as suggested in the 
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Report, “[made] the district a menace to the health of the whole community.”
62

 While comments 

from Potestio and the Report suggest that the priority of promoting industrial growth of the city 

was more important than the well-being of the immigrant settlers in Port Arthur, Piovesana 

concurs with the observation, noting how the negligible treatment of settlers by local council, 

was also present in Fort William. 

In the city of Fort William, there were also negative consequences of the manipulation of 

water, the result of negligence in favour of industrial progress. The quality of water from the 

Kaministiqua River was frequently an issue, the intake pipe often contaminated with the 

dumping of raw sewage into the outtake pipe, located near the intake pipe. Reports from officials 

repeatedly addressed the impurity of the water, with sample results rated as “suspicious,” 

“unsatisfactory,” or “suspiciously impure.”
63

 The results convinced Medical Health Officer Dr. 

R.J. Manion “it was only the remarkable constitution of the denizens of that district that kept 

them alive.”
64

 Members of the clergy that led services for the English and the elite were harshly 

critical of the situation, arguing instead that the “slovenly lifestyle” of the immigrants was the 

true source of the outbreak. Reverend M.C. Flatt blamed the foreigners who lived in “unsanitary, 

poorly ventilated and badly [lit] shack[s supposedly craved] no pleasures beyond those to be 

derived from eating and sleeping. […] the dreaded disease, in that part of town at least, is a long 

way from total eradication, and that in many languages spoken in that suburb there is no 
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equivalent for the word ‘cleanliness.”
65

 Though all the citizens of Fort William were at risk for 

contracting typhoid fever, the residents of the Coal Docks were more vulnerable as the 

conditions that encouraged the spread of the bacteria were more prevalent in that section of the 

city. The report submitted by Dr. E.B. Oliver confirmed the suggestion, noting that of the eight 

hundred thirty-two cases of typhoid confirmed by Dr. Manion and other doctors, three-quarters 

of the patients afflicted with the disease were from the Coal Docks.
66

  

Though the epidemic began in January 1906, the Board of Health did not respond until 

mid-February with the conversion of the CPR Boarding House, a two-room building with a 

capacity of one hundred sixty men only, and the purchase of cots for the Coal Dock hospital,  

insinuating that the “hospital” was solely for the immigrants in that district. The delayed 

response of the council to address the potential spread of the disease is highly indicative of the 

racialist attitude of the dominant Anglo-Saxon culture and the idea that “they could master the 

diseases of the world,” an observation re-enforced by the conveyance of ‘triumph’ in the minutes 

for the Board of Health meeting on 4 June 1906.
67

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 According to Johann Gottfried von Herder, “‘human beings are always situated in a 

particular linguistic and cultural space,’ and cannot be understood unless this reality is taken into 
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consideration.”
68

 Their habitation of distinct cultural landscapes also reflects on their abilities to 

overcome obstacles. The interweaving of death into life further substantiates the idea that death 

as a historical topic is not as distant as previously thought when considered within the context of 

immigration. André Malraux presented a more assuming position on the role of death, “[no] 

doubt every civilization is haunted, visibly or invisibly, by what it thinks about death.”
69

 

Canadian historians have entertained many interpretations of how immigrants lived during those 

times. The idea of Canada having a long history of “being available to the proverbial huddled 

masses yearning to breathe free,” is one of the most pervasive myths in Canadian history.
70

 The 

truth is that they experienced discrimination and cultural prejudice in the new country for being 

different and ‘othered’ throughout Canada, including immigrants who settled in the Lakehead 

region of Northwestern Ontario. Despite the prejudice towards the immigrants and the 

‘limitations’ of their languages, the foreigners that settled throughout the Thunder Bay District 

knew how to express their understandings of death within their cultures, as well as the emotions 

associated with death. While the establishment of mutual aid societies and cultural organizations 

to accommodate the various minority groups helped to maintain their integrity, it was the 

adversities and difficulties experienced by the immigrants in their homelands, that contributed to 

the enrichment of the region’s ethno-cultural history. 
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Chapter 3: 

How Religion and Immigrant Culture Shaped Funerary Traditions 

 

Death is our eternal companion. It is always to our left, an arm’s length behind us. 

Death is the only wise adviser that a warrior has. Whenever he feels that 

everything is going wrong and he’s about to be annihilated, he can turn to his 

death and ask if that is so. His death will tell him he is wrong, that nothing really 

matters outside its touch. His death will tell him, I haven’t touched you yet. 

 

--Carlos Castañeda, Journey to Ixtlan:  The Lessons of Don Juan 

 

To the European immigrants who migrated to Canada during the late nineteenth century 

and early twentieth century, death was indeed a constant companion. In addition to the opinion 

from Castañeda, Susan Smart concurred with the historical observation, noting how death “was 

always close at hand,”
1
 particularly for those who migrated to and settled in the frontier of 

Northwestern Ontario. She found that fatalities caused by fires, drowning, farm animals or 

equipment, disease, infant mortality, vehicular or industrial accidents, or suicides, were common 

during that era.
2
 Research into the death records of deceased individuals buried in cemeteries 

throughout the Thunder Bay District further corroborates with her finding.  

Despite the prevalent perception of Death as a constant companion in the lives of 

immigrants, religion and its teachings played a significant role in the stripping of some of 

Death’s omnipotent power, rendering it less authorial in their lives. This chapter explores the 

historical development and evolution of the customs and traditions surrounding immigrant 

funerals. The analysis of the impact of religion and immigrant culture in Fort William and Port 

Arthur not only provides a clearer understanding of how they shaped the cultural landscape of a 
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pioneer community, but also emphasizes how European religion and national culture contributed 

to the multicultural character of the Thunder Bay District. 

 

The Importance of Religion in Pioneer Communities 

 

 

Michel S. Beaulieu and Chris Southcott observed that Northwestern Ontario 

“experienced a unique historical journey” beginning at the end of the nineteenth century.
3
 

Though culture and cultural identity played an important role as pillars in the development of 

any Euro-Canadian community, so too did religion. The need to understand how religion affects 

the daily lives of people is an important angle for historians to investigate within the larger 

context of immigration, specifically when exploring the cultural contributions of European 

immigrants to the Canadian interpretation and treatment of death. In order to understand the 

significance of religion within the historical context of European immigration to Canada, it is 

important to know what religion is, and why humankind perceived religion as a necessity during 

the nineteenth and twentieth century.  

 

What is Religion? 

 

The singular consensus among experts is the root word religio/religare, a Latin term 

meaning “to tie back.”
4
 The tying back of humankind’s connection with God or an Infinite Being 

is a goal shared by all faiths, past and present. The result of having a great variety of religious 
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theories and interpretations in existence is the lack of a “universally accepted definition of 

religion, and quite possibly there never will be.”
5
 The diversity of religious denominations in the 

lives of Anglo-Saxons and immigrants in the Thunder Bay District during the nineteenth century 

and the twentieth century illustrated how religion played a significant role in the sociology of a 

society according to Professor W. W. Rostow. He suggested that religion was possible to shape, 

to reflect the culture of those who practiced it, an all-encompassing entity that “rationalize[d] 

their relationship to the community.”
6
 The local historian must draw attention to the potential of 

religion as a tool that highlights its significance within the historical context of cultural 

development in the District. Despite leaving their homelands for fear of persecutory danger, or 

for the chance to improve their socio-economic status in a new country, religion helped to tie the 

European immigrants of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century back to their cultural 

roots, as a source of moral strength for dealing with such adversities in Canada.
7
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Though most dictionaries describe religion in terms of its parts, references are often 

incomplete without the human aspect. Leo Tolstoy observed how, in response to society’s 

transition from religion to science in order to understand the environment around them, religion 

was essential for distinguishing the rational man from the animal.
8
 The provision of man’s 

“destination in the world” was a significant cornerstone in Charles Long’s definition of religion. 

He defined religion as “the orientation [of] how one comes to terms with the ultimate 

significance of one’s place in the world.”
9
 In regards to the European immigrants who left their 

homelands for life in the Thunder Bay District during the late nineteenth century, the absence of 

Catholic churches and synagogues tested not only their religious orientations, but also their 

cultural orientations as the outsiders in a largely Anglo-Saxon and Protestant province, an 

observation corroborated by historian William Westfall.
10

 While he mentioned the existence of a 

Catholic population, the purpose was to highlight their minority status in contrast to the larger 

percentage of the population following the Anglican, Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian faiths 

during the nineteenth century.
11

  

 

Minority Churches in the Thunder Bay District 
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While there are infinite qualities that comprise social identity, cultural identity is an 

important element to consider in conjunction with religion when studying the ethno-cultural 

history of a pioneer town. In the words of Christopher Hitchens, religion “is an important part of 

the human make-up. [It is] also part of our cultural and intellectual history.”
12

 One area of 

increasing interest among scholars of religion, “has been the ways in which the cultural, ethnic 

and religious backgrounds of immigrants affect processes of integration into particular local and 

national societies.”
13

 Their establishment of religious communities in both Port Arthur and Fort 

William not only encouraged positive cultural integration, but also ensured the building of good 

relations between the immigrants and the Anglo-Saxon host society through their respect of the 

“culture of order” addressed in Westfall’s research.
14

 He noted that churches and synagogues not 

only attested to the permanence of the connection between history and religion as important 

socio-historical icons, but they also served an essential role in ensuring stability during the 

nineteenth century.
15

  

The reciprocal alliance between church and state was illustrative of the notion of a 

‘vicarious religion,’ a concept in which “the notion of religion performed by an active minority 

but on behalf of a much larger number, who (implicitly at least) not only understand, but, quite 

clearly, approve of what the minority is doing.”
16

 Helena Vilaça et al. further described the 
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concept as “a state church or major historical church as a public utility available to the 

population as a whole and based on a territorial and local community criteria,’ or the ‘long-term 

established and institutionalized Christian minorities in a country, which became routinized and 

not competing.”
17

 While the stereotypes associated with the ‘behaviour’ of immigrants in the 

Thunder Bay District suggested they were immoral individuals who would conflict with the 

“culture of order” rooted in the Protestant teachings of Ontario, the various minorities from 

Europe proved the Anglo-Saxon cultural group wrong. The immigrants also respected the culture 

of order, demonstrated with the establishment of several churches
18

 to address the cultural and 

religious diversity of the population.  

While several Protestant churches were already open to parishioners in the cities and the 

District, many ministered primarily to the Anglo-Saxon population, whose history of using 

Christianity to ensure the compliance of the population had existed for almost a century prior to 

the establishment of the district. In addition to the fiery rhetoric from James Woodsworth, clergy 

from other Protestant denominations voiced their concerns about the immigrants and their heretic 

way of life.
19

 Historian A. Ernest Epp noted how there was less of a challenge to minister to the 

immigrants from Northern Europe, including Finns escaping from the forced assimilation of the 

Russian Empire. In their churches located in the various townships throughout the District, they 

continued to practice Lutheranism, a form of Protestantism that was also the official religion in 
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the Scandinavian countries. The main doctrine of justification “by grace alone by faith alone by 

Scripture alone” advocated the use of scripture alone as the final authority on all matters of faith, 

in sharp contrast to the interpretation defined by the Catholic Council of Trent.
20

 In the process 

of adhering to both religious and local authorities, they appealed to the Anglo-Saxon culture of 

needing to relax in a “clean, orderly, neat, virtuous world […]”
21

 that emphasized their closeness 

to God and godliness through cleanliness.   

The simplicity of the Lutheran faith was also evident in the architectural style of their 

churches. The Lutheran architectural design was reflective of the Nordic consciousness, a 

characteristic  

described as “orderly, clean, pure, enlightened, progressive, masterful, restrained, cool, 

and aloof. [They envisioned their God] as a clean, rational, aloof and distant God, a monitor-in-

the-sky observing [their] actions.”
22

 While the majority of the Lutheran churches accommodated 

either the Finns or the Swedes, Epp mentioned the sale of the St. Ansgarius Swedish Lutheran 

Church to a Norwegian Lutheran congregation in 1912.
23
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In contrast to the religious unification of the Lutherans from Scandinavia and the physical 

uniformity of their places of worship, there were more complexities to address when ministering 

to the minorities from Central and Southern Europe, and the varied strands of Catholicism. 

Immigrants from the two regions brought with them the largest religious plurality in both cities, a 

troubling concern to the Protestant clergy.
24

 Of the twenty-one thousand forty-eight Catholic 

residents in the District, three-quarters were originally from continental Europe, including 

Ukrainians, Italians, French, Poles, Czechs, Slovakians, Austrians, Germans, Roumanians, 

Russians, and Hungarians.
25

 Another obstacle involved the religious designations of 

‘Ruthenians,’ for the label encompassed Galicians, another ethno-cultural region in Eastern 

Europe. Though the Fort William native population considered the Galicians to be “simply a 

Slavic people who were numerous enough to be recognizable as part of [the] Coal Dock district,” 

there were differences in language and religion that distinguished the two sub-groups:  while the 

Galician Poles were Roman Catholic, Galician Ukrainians practiced Greek Catholicism.
26

 

The branch of Catholicism fell under the domain of the Eastern Orthodox Church, which 

oversees what was the eastern section of the Roman Empire, while continental Europeans 

practiced Western Catholicism. The origins of the division, or ‘great schism’ between the 

Eastern Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church, stemmed from the centralization of 

religious power in the Roman pope versus the division of authority among a number of sees, 

                                                           
24

 Epp, “The Achievement of Community,” 187. 

25
 Ibid., 195. 

26
 City of Thunder Bay Archives 207, file 1-31, 9 December 1910; Fort William Daily Times Journal, 14 January 

1904, p.1; Paul Magosci, Historical Atlas of Central Europe (Toronto:  University of Toronto Press, 2002), 113, in 

Roy Piovesana, Italians of Fort William’s East End, 1907-1969 (Thunder Bay, ON: Institute of Italian Studies –

Lakehead University, 2011), 14-6. 



77 

 

each being “an area of authority under a Christian bishop or archbishop.”
27

 Though they were 

around the eastern Mediterranean, the realm of the Russian Orthodox Church incorporated the 

Slavic countries in Eastern Europe. 

The adherents of the Russian Orthodox Church came under religious persecution in the 

years following the 1917 Russian Revolution, when revolutionary political leader Lenin 

repressed the faith, and viewed the institutionalized religion as “a divisive, backward force in 

society, an apology for oppression, which should wither away in the socialist state.”
28

 As the 

domed churches represented the old culture of order, the state authority seized all church 

property, closed many monasteries and churches, and killed approximately forty thousand 

priests, nuns, bishops, and lay Christians in the Solovky labour camp between 1918 and 1940.  

Under his authority churches were no longer the holy places of worship they were in the past; 

instead they became museums or warehouses.
29

 

In contrast to the Nordic tradition of Lutheran simplicity and orderliness, the Catholics 

followed the teachings of a chthonic religion; their God dwelt in the fields, forests, mountains, 

and streams.
30

 While their ceremonies were “more passionate and appealed to the senses,” they 

sought guidance through their adherence to a code of unwritten Sacred Traditions, as well as 

Scripture, to decide on matters of faith, as defined by the Council of Trent in 1548.
31

 Though 

Richard Wolniewicz described the Catholic faith as ‘pagan,’ he did it not in the context of 
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Druids, but rather he interpreted the Latin term pagus, which referred to the rural remoteness 

from the city and the urban character of early Christianity. The interpretation has more of the 

contextual ‘flavour’ illustrated in the article by Father Dennis L. Kolinski on the importance of 

Polish shrines and crosses in rural Wisconsin: “That traditional Slavic consciousness saw the 

realm of the sacred in the whole world around [them]. The sacred permeated the entire 

landscape, finding expression in a multitude of sites.”
32

 In the churches erected by the 

immigrants, wisdom conveyed through the holy sacraments, or “mysteries” in the Eastern Rite 

tradition, helped to guide immigrants through their lives in the rustic pioneer town of Fort 

William. 

The uniqueness of the Eastern Orthodox churches was evident in the incorporation of 

onion-shaped cupolas as part of the exterior design. Domes used in the architecture of Greek 

Orthodox churches held the same religious purpose; to represent “the heavenly vault and 

heavenly perfection,” while the square base symbolized earthly perfection.
33

 Epp referred to an 

Orthodox Church established by Russian monks, and St. Mary’s Ukrainian Catholic Church that 

ministered to the Ruthenian community during the 1910s.
34

 Though establishment of the original 
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Greek Orthodox Church occurred in 1918, the federal government did not collect the census 

numbers for the denomination until 1921, which counted over two thousand members then; the 

number plummeted to seven hundred fifty by 1931.
35

 The Church closed in 1935 for twenty 

years, during which the faithful attended services at the Ukrainian Orthodox Church.
36

 

Regardless of the architectural differences of the places of worship established 

throughout the Thunder Bay District, their physical presence and historical significance 

illustrated the importance of the organized social structure
37

 that religion provided for the 

immigrants. To Piovesana, the five national parish churches in the East End (Italian, Pole, 

Slovak, Ukrainian Catholic and Ukrainian Greek Orthodox), “with their bell-towers and onion-

shaped cupolas, all within blocks of one another, gave the area a visible rustic and cosmopolitan 

appearance.”
38

 The impact of local churches on the aesthetics of the physical landscape, and their 

social significance as ‘civilizing’ icons on the cultural landscape in Fort William and Port 

Arthur, emphasize the importance of places of worship in the lives of the immigrants as the sites 
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of moral stability. Wolniewicz noted that the physical shape of the church building revealed 

much more about the people who prayed inside it: 

Modes of architecture, decoration, and spatial arrangement are indicative of more 

than differences of line and color. They reflect basic differences in the value 

systems of the believers. After comparing ethnic churches, one might conclude 

that man's image of man and man's image of God have much in common and are 

at times difficult to differentiate. […] Perhaps no reasonable answer to this 

question exists. Religion, after all, is not a test of reason. It is a test of faith.
39

 

 

Though the Anglo-Saxon culture instilled rules that tested the faiths of many immigrants in the 

Thunder Bay District, there were often other obstacles that presented a greater challenge. One of 

the greatest tests of faith they faced in the Lakehead involved the death(s) of children, parents, 

and breadwinners. In addition to the “[deep degree] of suffering and vulnerability emphasized by 

their poverty,”
40

 death compounded the intensity of their trauma, transforming from a force that 

was eagerly anticipated in medieval times, to one that people hated and feared in modern times. 

 

The Role of Religion in the Treatment of the Dead 

 

William A. Faunce and Robert L. Fulton argued that death was “the nucleus of a 

particular culture complex involving a group of interrelated cultural traits which function 

together in a more or less consistent and meaningful way,” where the involvement of religion in 

death rites and practices was a significant facet of the larger configuration of death.
41

 Bronislaw 

Malinowski once wrote that “death, which of all human events is the most upsetting and 
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disorganizing to man’s calculation, is perhaps the main source of religious belief.”
42

 Tony Walter 

concurred with the observation and noted how the concept of the traditional death had changed 

historically with the arrival of the nineteenth century: “Traditional death was based in 

community and discussed in the language of religion, but in the West this was progressively 

undermined by increasing individualism. This resulted in a more modern way of death—

communal rituals were replaced with privacy for the dying or bereaved person, and the authority 

of the church was replaced by the authority of the doctor.”
43

 The common link between the three 

quotations is the use of religion as part of organized funerary customs, and its significance as a 

tool to perpetuate the ‘traditional’ practices of an immigrant funeral.  

Though the traditions of immigrants created a sense of moral stability in the 

unpredictable environment of the Thunder Bay District, Tamás Hofer noted there was nothing 

traditional about tradition in the last decades of the nineteenth century: 

In this period, the concept of tradition in the Nordic countries as well as in 

Hungary and central Europe was loaded with emotions and sentiments. It had 

definite positive connotations. It was not used to mean that which was handed 

down from ancestors. Instead, tradition was viewed as a kind of repertoire of the 

customs and habits, ceremonies and trades being endangered by industrialization, 

a repertoire looked upon by folklorists and ethnographers as valuable and as 

needing to be perpetuated and rescued for posterity.
44

 

  

Timothy Taylor noted in his analysis of death rituals that since the rise of humankind, 

people “have used communal rituals to channel and focus the otherwise inexpressible emotions 
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of the bereaved,” including their belief in a disembodied entity or soul.
45

 Yet he also mentioned 

that, because souls were malevolent upon death of the body, the recitation of prayers as part of 

the funerary rites served a twofold purpose: 

the primary rites zoned off the freshly dead and instantiated the delicate ritual 

powers designed to keep the unquiet soul at bay; the secondary rites, occurring 

after weeks or months [...], firmly and finally incorporated the deceased into the 

world of the ancestors. [...] 

 It is now clear that all the traditional funeral rites studied by 

anthropologists the world over, whether they involve burial or not, have a shared 

logic –a common funeral choreography of hidden depth designed to protect the 

living from the dead.
46

  

 

Despite the prevalence of the concept of the dangerous disembodied soul for most of human 

history, Taylor acknowledged that “for an increasing number of communities, [the idea has] 

simply evaporated.”
47

 Though modern society has forgotten the fear behind the idea of 

malevolent human spirits, belief in the spirit of the deceased travelling from one world to another 

was a belief held by many European immigrants.  

Some immigrant cultures also believed in spirits who guided the souls of the dead 

between the worlds of the living and the dead. The Finn kirkonväki (churchyard-väki) usually 

accompanied the deceased to the graveyard. While folk narratives and beliefs about the väki 

were still a part of Finnish rural culture in the first half of the twentieth century, rapid changes in 

rural life led to the disappearance of the tradition.
48

 Though the god Hermes was the psychopomp 

of the ancient Greek Underworld, no deities filled that role at the start of the twentieth century. 
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According to one source, the myths and epics that were iconic of their cultural heritage 

“aggravate[d] the fear of death and impose[d] the ideas of suffering if one died. [As a result] 

death became an equal term to “pain,” “suffering,” and “emotional and psychological disaster.”
49

 

While there were spirits that represented the various aspects of the afterlife in Slavic mythology, 

no psychopomp existed in Ukrainian folklore, yet the idea of the transitional journey was still 

prevalent among the perceptions of death held by Ukrainian peasants.
50

 The presence of the 

psychopomp in their cultural heritages, suggests that like religion, national identity is another 

artificial construct that historians need to consider in their analyses of social identity within the 

larger context of Canadian history.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

Harold C. Mytum noted that because national culture is constructed rather than inherited, 

“many aspects of mortuary behavior in a group’s homeland will not necessarily carry an overt 

cultural association. Funerary customs, burial and commemoration will be part of normative 

culture, but when immigration or emigration highlights differences between groups, and then 

such behaviors may become powerfully overt.”
51

 The establishment and altering of traditions 
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during the late nineteenth century, including funeral customs, reflected both positive and 

negative changes in the socio-economic situations in the homelands of European immigrants. 

Kodo Matsunami concurred with Hofer, noting that before the institutionalization of religions, 

funeral rites varied “according to the geographical and social environment of the deceased.”
52

 

The combination of indigenous and theoretical elements resulted in funeral customs that were 

often repetitive in action, words, and gestures. Though the repetitions were “important means for 

channeling emotion, guiding cognition and organizing social groups and community,” W. 

Richard Comstock wrote of the dire need for studying the significance of rituals before they fade 

into historical obscurity.
53

  

The same sense of urgency also applies to the influence European immigrants had in the 

establishment of funerary customs in the Lakehead region during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. Joachim Whaley noted that while the decline of religion has played a central 

part in the social problem of accepting mortality, “modern societies have [had] little need for the 

complex social rituals which previously surrounded death. The decline of the elaborate funeral 

and the fact that most people now die in institutions rather than at home in the midst of the 

family has meant that the means whereby grief and mourning were formerly socialized within a 

supportive community are now no longer available to modern man.”
54

 In observing the 

perceptions of death in the modern Greek culture, there is a “paramount importance” behind the 

learning about “traditional customs and rituals among different cultures,” and how awareness of 
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the “cultural differences on death and grief” provided unique expertise to practitioners, social 

workers, and health care professionals who work in the fields of death and dying.
55

 

Historians also need to take into consideration the changing of mental attitudes towards 

death when analyzing the impact of religion and culture on funerary customs. According to the 

stages of death in history that reflect on the attitudes as described by Philippe Ariès, the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries witnessed the fifth stage, “la mort inversée” or the “Forbidden 

Death” in which modern man “attempted to suppress the frightening and scandalizing knowledge 

of his own mortality.” As Walter noted, with backing from leading anthropologists, social 

scientists and historians, without religion or tradition, death was an untamed beast that terrified 

the living rather than the dead.
56

 

Like the polyglot nature of the Lakehead, immigrants expressed the language of religion 

through different “dialects” providing different interpretations of death and their treatment of the 

dead. Evidence provided primarily through the death registries of European immigrants that died 

in Fort William and Port Arthur between 1880 and 1935 indicate that they practiced a variety of 

Christian faiths, as well as Judaism. On the page of death registries for the Division of Port 

Arthur from 27 September to 8 November 1904, the registrar listed Frederick Williams’ religion 

as the Church of England, another name for the Anglican faith. Additional entries that included 

Lutheran, Presbyterian and Methodist, suggested a predominantly Protestant nature in Port 

Arthur. While the page listed one Roman Catholic person, the prevalence of Protestant faiths in 

Port Arthur suggests how the affiliations to religion and immigrant culture, in addition to the 

location of the CPR train tracks, dissected Fort William into a dichotomous community. While 
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the documents did not always reveal the church with which the deceased person was affiliated, 

they often listed the name of the person’s religion, census datum that was an important part of 

their social identity.  

There is a significant level of difficulty when attempting to summarize the Protestant 

treatment of the soul, as the number of interpretations of its fate was equal or greater than the 

number of denominations under the umbrella of Christianity. There are multiple debates between 

and within sects about whether it is possible for souls to enter an afterlife in heaven or hell. 

Whereas Baptists followed the literal word of Jesus that “no one comes to the Father than 

through me,” some conservative Protestant groups suggest that Jews can enter heaven, since they 

entered into the first covenant with God. Aside from the consensus of no purgatory, Protestants 

agreed that Hell was a place “of pain and sorrow.”
57

 Most of the Protestant services are similar in 

nature and practice; the only particulars mentioned in the Anglican funeral service were the 

following of the funeral service in The Book of Common Prayer, and the specific words uttered 

by the priest at the gravesite during the Committal of the coffin.
58

  

Though Catholicism also falls under the umbrella of Christianity like Protestantism, there 

are key differences that distinguish it from Protestantism when respecting the customs of death. 

According to Douglas Davies, the death of Jesus of Nazareth is the main event that underpins the 

principles of the religion, with the idea of the last rite helping the dying to prepare for the 

journey to God upon their death.
59

 A journey of the soul, the ritual of the viaticum occurred in 
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three parts, with the intention of giving “spiritual strength and comfort to the dying and enable 

them to make the journey into eternity with greater confidence, an ongoing communication with 

[Him].”
60

 In true fashion of the Catholic faith, there is substantial scriptural documentation to 

explain the reason for the bond.
61

 

After the person’s death, the immediate family and the community would follow in the 

three stages of Catholic funeral rites. The first stage was the time for reflection on the life of the 

deceased. The tolling of church bells accompanied the coffin to the church during the funeral 

procession, except if the deceased person was a child younger than seven years of age, 

considered by Catholics as the “age of discretion,” when they were capable of assuming moral 

responsibility. In those instances, the clergy rang the bells in a joyous peal.
62

 Davies observes 

how the resurrection of Jesus played a heavily influential role in the format of the funeral Mass, 

the second stage of the Catholic funeral: 

the dead are buried or cremated in the hope of a future life brought about through 

a divine act of resurrection. Just as Jesus was raised from the dead, so the dead 

Christian will be brought to a new existence through the creative power of God. 

God is thanked for the life that the person led, the congregation is reminded of the 

mortal nature of human life, and all are encouraged to lead their own earthly lives 

in light of this knowledge.
63

 

 

After several more sprinklings of holy water, members of the community took the coffin 

to the gravesite for the rite of committal, the third and final stage. Based on Smart’s research, the 
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service was most likely brief, with the recitation of a short verse from the Scriptures, a blessing, 

and the prayer of committal. The service was complete when the priest uttered the final request 

to God and all heavenly spirits on behalf of the deceased, that “[may] his [or her] soul and the 

souls of all the faithful departed through the mercy of God rest in peace.”
64

 Other changes in the 

service included the wearing of white as the colour of mourning, as well as the substituting of 

one or two psalms of joy in lieu of the funeral Mass. The changes illustrate the true nature of the 

Catholic faith, and the teaching of “the acceptance and the overcoming of death as exemplified 

by the cross of Jesus himself.”
65

 The result is the development of a culture that was not only 

comfortable with the inevitability of death, but also aware that the threat of death was much 

closer, in a new and strange country that held fatal risks to those unfamiliar with the climate or 

terrain.   

Familiarity with death is also common in the faiths of Eastern and Orthodox Christianity, 

which stress the idea of Death being responsible for bringing sin into the world. Though the 

Bible of Western Christianity portrays Death as a creature that cannot experience redemption, 

there is redemption for Death, and even the possibility of the deification of the deceased: 

This is not a simple return to the primordial status of consciousness in which 

innocence is recovered –a restoration of the state before the Fall, before sin 

entered the world. On the contrary, it is an initiation through death, and through 

identification with the death of Christ, to a life in which death itself is 

transfigured. Death’s power to destroy, to “trample down,” has been redeemed, 

and human beings are freed to experience even their dying in the light of Christ. 

[…]Death, the curse, is transfigured when the devotee is taken up into the 

universality of Christ’s action in the passion. Once his circumstances are 
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identified with Christ’s passion, the devotee can give himself to the expedience of 

dying.
66

  

 

Despite the freedom that comes with the devotee’s identification with the passion, the 

service began at the point when the living recognized “the trauma, the horror of death.”
67

 Though 

the faith is Christian in principle, there is evidence that suggests the mixing of religious culture 

through the blending of Jewish practices, including the recitation of Psalm Ninety-One during 

the funeral procession, and the hosting of a memorial meal. The “village feast” held in many 

Slavic and Romanian communities in Canada brought friends and relatives to the graveyard not 

only to bless the grave, but also to share their memories of the deceased, a tradition present 

among other religious cultures.
68

  

Sometimes it is difficult to determine what particulars are distinguishable as “articles of 

[individual] faith,” as opposed to collective “pious practices” shared by two or more religious 

denominations.
69

An example of the sharing of a pious practice in the Lakehead was the washing 

of the body, a Christian task adopted from Jewish customs, with the idea of purifying the dead 

and freeing them from the stain of sin. While the Christian variation left the task to women, the 

rules in the Jewish faith decreed men to wash the bodies of deceased males, while women 

washed deceased females, during which the body was never, face down.
70

 After the washing of 

the body, the similarities between the faiths ended.  
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Several key rituals distinguished Judaism from the other faiths in the Thunder Bay 

District. The Jewish of the late nineteenth century believed in equality in death, a value reflected 

in the simplicity of their white burial shrouds. In addition to the shrouds, dead Jewish men were 

dressed in their prayer shawls, rendered ineffective by the removal of a fringe.
71

 After the 

preparation of the body and placing it in a simple pine box for the coffin, carved by a local 

carpenter, a relative held vigil over the body, a process called shimera. Based on the principle of 

honouring the dead, the guarding of the body was also to prevent infestations of rats or other 

pests that could desecrate the dead body, as embalming was a forbidden practice in the 

nineteenth century.
72

 According to Robert Goldenberg, the need to protect the dead body from 

destruction also lent credence to the traditional abhorrence of cremation, and the requirement of 

burial within twenty-four hours after the death.
73

    

The traditional Jewish funeral procession stopped seven times en route to the gravesite to 

recite Psalm Ninety-One, and then recited it once more after throwing handfuls of earth onto the 

lowered coffin. Before re-entering the house of the deceased, mourners washed their hands prior 

to partaking in the “meal of consolation” on the first day of Shiva, the seven-day mourning 

period when the immediate family neither left the house, nor participated in mundane activities. 
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The scriptures also required families to sit on wooden Shiva stools that were low to the floor
74

 It 

was also customary to pay a Shiva call on the grieving family, for which visitors would bring 

food, an appropriate gift for the occasion. The remaining family members would have received 

great solace when being in company with close friends, sharing their memories of the deceased.
75

 

 

Conclusion: The Response of the Living to the Deceased 

 

Despite the cultural expansion of the Thunder Bay District, there is strong evidence to 

suggest that Britain had the strongest influence on the funerary customs and traditions practiced 

in the Lakehead during the late nineteenth century.
76

 Many of the funeral customs that came to 

Ontario, and therefore to Canada, stem from the death of Prince Albert in 1861. His widow, 

Queen Victoria, wore black for forty years as an expression of her profound grief; instead of 

earning criticism for her withdrawal from public life, she received the admiration of the people 

as a martyr. She became the quintessential mourner, “and her example trickled down through 

society.”
77

 In Ontario, morally reputable women were publishing funerary etiquette guides for 
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young girls. One author claimed that custom made people into slaves, as the slightest error in 

behavior or dress earned the sternest criticism of the community. Though she proposed the idea 

of wearing blue for mourning, she noted that custom, adopted from England, decreed that people 

needed to wear black as “a mark of respect to those we have lost, and as a shroud for 

ourselves.”
78

 In addition to the wearing of black by mourners, there were attitudinal changes 

towards the ostentatiousness of the Victorian funeral, rules of etiquette and decorum set forth not 

by established tradition, but by the ‘sagacious’ advice of women’s magazines, covering content 

that included the appropriate time for mourning dependent upon the reader’s degree of relation to 

the deceased, from three weeks for a first cousin, to two years for a widow.
79

  

While she considered the mourning-dress a form of physical and emotional protection for 

widows in the Victorian era, there were calls for the simplification of funerals, calls answered 

with the onset of the First World War, when honour and modesty became part of the new 

decorum for funereal etiquette. Alfred L. Kroeber noted that mortuary patterns and expressions 

of sentiment “fall rather into a class with fashions, than with either customs or folkways on the 

one hand, or institutions on the other.”
80

 Aubrey Cannon further corroborated the view, inferring 
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that there is a much deeper level of knowledge to study when investigating the significance of 

funeral customs within the context of immigrant cultures.
81

  

In studies of immigration, language is the most important aspect of cultural identity.
82

 

Robert B. Klymasz emphasized the use of traditional language in the folk lament, newspaper 

obituary, and the funerary oration of Ukrainian-Canadians in western Canada. He noted that each 

form of communication attempted to relieve some degree of tension held by the living, the 

relieving of the inner tension offering “a measure of compensation in the form of a strongly 

reinforced folk belief complex where [...] the dead are far from deaf, mute or oblivious to their 

earthly past.”
83

 The use of language to express the emotions associated with death and loss is a 

universal similarity among other European cultures, including the immigrant cultures that settled 

in Thunder Bay and the surrounding district. The language of religion immigrants used to 

express their understandings of death proved more familiar than previously suggested by Anglo-

Saxon members of the Protestant clergy. While the dialects were initially an impediment in the 

predominantly English-speaking culture of the Lakehead, the need to acknowledge and maintain 

a relationship with their God overcame the divisive behaviour, and encouraged the incorporation 

of the minorities into the communities, creating a distinct multicultural character for the Thunder 

Bay District.  
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Chapter 4: 

 

The “Lakehead” Tradition of Cemeteries from the Ground Up 

  

“Let's talk of graves, of worms, and epitaphs; 

Make dust our paper and with rainy eyes 

Write sorrow on the bosom of the earth, 

Let's choose executors and talk of wills” 

--William Shakespeare, Richard II 

 

In the nineteenth century, Emmanuel Le Roy Ladourie argued that death, as a topic 

deserves to be at the centre of historical interest, “like the graveyard in the middle of the 

village.”
1
 Others agreed with the observation, including Richard Francaviglia, Thomas Harvey, 

Julie Rugg, and Ken Worpole.
2
 Though they share a mutual consensus on the importance of 

cemeteries as sites of historical significance, there is no agreement upon a single precise 

definition of a cemetery. This chapter illustrates how, through exploring the cultural role of the 

cemetery as a burial place for the dead, cemeteries provided multicultural character with 

enhancements based on the “garden cemetery” movement from Britain. Inspirations from the 

movement contributed to the further definition of the region’s multicultural landscape as markers 

of civility and community, but also contributed to the national historical record as sites of 

cultural preservation.  
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Understanding the Foundations of Cemeteries 

 

According to Michael C. Kearl, the English language derived the term cemetery from the 

Greek koimētērion, or resting place for the dead, an observation corroborated by the majority of 

English-language dictionaries.
3
 What is interesting is the additional information added to the 

definition. Aside from being simply a place for burying the dead, the common feature among the 

interpretations is the marked distinction of maintaining the separation of the cemetery from the 

church, an ironic observation given the moral and spiritual guidance provided by the churches 

attended by immigrants in Canada.  

Though James Stevens Curl attempted to provide his own definition of the cemetery, he 

did not stray too far from the established convention, describing a cemetery as “a burial ground, 

especially a large landscaped park or ground laid out expressly for the deposition or interment of 

the dead, not being a churchyard attached to a place of worship.”
4
 There is some deconstruction 

by Jacek Kolbuszewski, who suggested that the definition deserves a broader approach, noting 

how not every burial ground is a cemetery, citing the example of mass graves used during the 

racial cleansing of Yugoslavia. According to him, a cemetery is “a certain sector of space 

delimited by certain a priori formulated resolutions, according to which it is there that funeral 

practices consistent with religious, ethnic, cultural (that is customary) and other easily defined 

needs of a given community, will be carried out.”
5
 While their analyses are useful in 
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understanding the true purpose of a cemetery, their interpretations are narrow in scope, omitting 

most other defining features.  

Rugg referred to the category of ownership, and how, unlike a churchyard, secular 

authorities owned the cemetery, a creation in common use since the nineteenth century. Other 

physical characteristics included an established perimeter, marked by the erection of a 

surrounding boundary hedge or railing. Rugg inferred that the secure boundary served a dual 

purpose:  “protecting the dead from disturbance and–increasingly in the [eighteenth and 

nineteenth] centuries—sequestering the dead from the living.”
6
 In addition to the segregation of 

the living from the deceased, Philippe Ariès noted how the “completeness” of the place remains 

as a distinguishing quality. Though his comments were in reflection of French Revolutionary 

War cemeteries, they are also applicable to cemeteries in the Lakehead, for they reproduced the 

community as a whole, where “all are brought together in the same enclosure, but each has his 

own place.”
7
 Death expert Douglas Davies concurred with the observation, noting how one of 

the major goals of cemeteries in America is to link members of a diverse population into a 

“symbolic unity.”
8
 He refers to a cemetery in New Jersey, one devoted specifically to Ukrainian-

Americans, where the memorialization of the deceased was in terms of their occupational, social 

and professional associations. According to Davies, there was an emphasis upon male 

occupations, as the grave markers reflected their professions with the tools of their trade. 

Regardless of a wife’s own profession, the cultural community buried her with her husband.
9
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Kolbuszewski presented a different perspective to the analysis of a cemetery, when he 

referred to it as a “text of culture.”
10

 Culture is a complex term with multiple meanings and 

applications, including the “encompass[ing of] a society’s entire understanding of itself, [or] the 

ways in which that understanding is expressed.”
11

 Christianity is also significant in the 

development of culture and cultural identity. It is important to consider the role of state religions 

and their authority over the sacred in regards to the relaying of traditions relating to death, as the 

Lutheran Church “practically monopolized the graves and the practice of burial to its own hands 

[in Finland].”
12

 Kaarina Koski also noted how the Lutheran Church of Finland enforced the 

permanent separation of the living from souls of the deceased through the rejection of Christian 

Purgatory, and strengthened the message of sequestering the churchyard-väki to graveyards 

through the spread of belief legends that portrayed them as “evil and aggressive” souls that 

attacked the living.
13

 Despite the biased dissemination of the suggestion of fear surrounding the 

inhabitation of graveyards and cemeteries by the väki, illustrated by the Christmas service of the 

dead narrative, the lessening authority of Death encouraged Finns to frequent cemeteries with 

less fear. Beginning in the 1920s, Finns visited cemeteries on Christmas Eve and lit candles at 

the graves of loved ones, including the war dead.
14
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The tradition of lighting candles at gravesites to commemorate the deceased is also a 

poly-ethnic tradition that came to the Lakehead in the early twentieth century, following the 

influx of immigrants from Central and Southern Europe.  Harry Kirk, a former City Clerk, 

recalled that the cemetery was aglow with lit candles annually on 1 November, commemorating 

the beatification of saints on All Saints’ Day. While immigrants from most Catholic countries 

light candles, others brought flowers to the cemetery; Kodo Matsunami identified the practice 

primarily with the funeral customs of Italy, with the variation of presenting white 

chrysanthemums when visiting the grave. Yet All Saints’ Day was a Holy Day of Obligation for 

all Catholics from Europe, which further demonstrated the sacredness of the cemetery as a site of 

multiculturalism.
15

     

The sacredness of cemeteries was also important to the Ukrainians who immigrated to 

Canada. In contrast to the popular perception of cemeteries as spooky places to avoid, pioneer 

cemeteries established by Ukrainian immigrants maintained the significance of connecting the 

people to the physical and cultural landscape “because their loved ones were now part of that 

new soil.”
16

 In addition to the emotional link to cemeteries as mourning places, “the cemeteries 

were a gathering place, through which the pioneers found a new sense of community. This sense 

of community, in an odd way, also manifested itself because ethnically and religiously exclusive 

cemeteries demonstrated distinctness of the Ukrainian settlers from other prairie peoples.”
17

 

Though the grave markers formed part of that distinctness, many of the original wooden crosses 
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have either rotted away or burned in brush fires. In the Ruthenian/Ukrainian Catholic Cemetery 

located on Arthur Street, there are a few stone markers at the gravesites of immigrants, with most 

burial sites marked by the presence of a steel rebar standing in the ground. The permanence of 

the stone markers suggests a socioeconomic gap among immigrants within a country and across 

Europe, an observation corroborated by the findings of Diane O. Bennett in modern Greece. 

Diane O. Bennett observed how the “natural and supernatural aspects of death [in modern 

Greece] made [the cemetery] a powerful symbol of social relations among the living, and this 

symbolism can be forcefully represented in the arrangement of cemeteries. Where and how one 

[was] buried is an important sign of one’s place in society, although how this symbol [was] put 

to use varied greatly.”
18

 Though the intention of the burials in traditional cemeteries was to 

symbolize the final equality of all deceased as former members of the community, not all 

graveyards conveyed an egalitarian ideal, as communities often divided the spatial layout of the 

cemetery into first-, second- and third-class sections.
19

 The non-negotiable status of interment in 

one of those sections grew intolerable to the Greeks, who prided themselves on their 

independence from the class system in death.  

Despite the segregation of graves by profession, faith, or nationality in European or 

American cemeteries, the segregation of cemeteries in Port Arthur and Fort William during the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were minimal at best. The application of Rugg’s 

observation about the exclusivity of areas within the cemetery for “religious groups or minority 

ethnic communities”
20

 to Port Arthur and Fort William suggests that the physical landscape of 
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the two cities is dotted with cemeteries that catered to each category. Societal divisions were 

more socio-economic in nature, though there were burial plots set aside for members of fraternal 

organizations, including the Sons of England Benevolent Society, and the International Order of 

Odd Fellows. What unified the minorities with the Anglo-Saxons was the need for a municipal 

cemetery. 

 

The Types of Cemeteries 

 

Though Worpole and others described cemeteries as primarily a physical landscape, some 

scholars, including Larry W. Price, identify the burial sites as a type of geographical and spatial 

extension of the people who lived in the area. The four classifications for cemeteries Price 

applied to the American Mid-West, are also applicable to the rural and urban cemeteries located 

in the Thunder Bay District. Undifferentiated sites were the burial places of “voyageurs, 

lumbermen and early settlers, their burials located usually along early transportation routes.”
21

 

While possibly marked by a small cross at best, the locations are often difficult to identify due to 

weathering or overgrowth. Ukrainian immigrant Mikhailo Shymkiw found an undifferentiated 

site unexpectedly, while working on a stretch of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway between Fort 

William and Sioux Lookout, during the summers of 1912 and 1913: 

After work, during my free time on Sundays, I often went for walks into the 

forest. Once, when I had walked some fifty feet from the track, I saw two crosses 

overgrown with weeds, standing between two poplars. I went cold at this 

unexpected sight. Walking up, I saw that one of the crosses bore a knife-carved 

name, Herhory, the rest was unreadable, for both crosses were in a state of decay. 
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I told my foreman about them. "There are many such crosses along this 

railroad," he said. “There are also many graves that no one knows about and will 

never know about!” 

It was true, I found six such graves myself among some tall birches six 

miles from Sioux Lookout. Looking at them I felt a deep sadness. They seemed to 

be saying: "Tell our families that death found us here, let them not expect us 

back.”
22

 
 

The second type of cemetery located throughout the District was the small family plot, a 

site that formed a semblance of symbolic unity on the grounds of individual farms. The plots 

ranged in size from five to twenty burials; often they were multiple generations of a single 

family. In 1914, the family of the late Esaias Smedberg, a twenty-seven-year-old Finnish farmer, 

buried him on the family farm in McIntyre Township.
23

 In addition to the restriction of mobility 

and family wealth, Price claims that small family plots existed as a reflection of the strong 

personal attachment early settlers held for their developed land.
24

 Knight observed how the 

aggravation of population pressure on the land encouraged rural communities to bury their dead 

in community cemeteries. While he uses the example of farmers in China, the loss of arable land 

due to farm burial was also a concern for the farmers in the outlying townships that comprised 

the Thunder Bay District.
25
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Pioneers located rural activity focus cemeteries, the third type suggested by Price, near “a 

node of rural activity, be it a church, school, or road junction,” yet Knight observed a tendency 

for communities to locate their cemeteries on hilltops or on slopes, for the purpose of drainage. A 

local example is Stanley Hill Cemetery in Oliver-Paipoonge Township, in which the old section 

is comprised mostly of sand and loose gravel. Nicholson found that the sandy soil composition 

required the men in the community to dig the graves in a unique manner that prevented the 

collapse of the gravesite.
26

 Price claimed that they received fewer burials due to “a general 

outmigration to urban centres” and a change in the social orientation of younger generations, 

weakening their connection to older rural cemeteries.
27

 He also noted, “There is a definite 

tendency for people to bury their dead where there have been burials in the recent past and where 

the cemetery is maintained. As a result most burials have been in the larger cemeteries near 

population centres.”
28

 The urban cemetery in the population centre of the city is the fourth type 

of cemetery noted by Price. Historically some of them were on the margins of villages or towns, 

“settlements which experience[d] great growth [had] the formerly peripheral cemeteries 

surrounded by urban development.”
29

 Like most of the major cities in Canada, Port Arthur and 

Fort William experienced their greatest population growth in the years from 1901 to 1911. 

During the decade, the total population of the two communities quadrupled, from seven thousand 
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two hundred eleven people, to twenty-eight thousand seven hundred nineteen people.
30

 The 

amounts are indicative of a culturally diverse population that flourished in the Lakehead region. 

 
 
The Garden Cemetery Movement 

 

 Harvey noted that the prevalent historical view of cemeteries has been to perceive them 

primarily as sacred spaces where the living laid the dead to eternal rest. He also observed how, 

within the last thirty years, cemeteries are becoming multiple-use landscapes, with cemeteries 

“increasingly viewed as amenity landscapes that provide historic, scenic, and ecological values 

to the communities that surround them.”
31

 Yet Curl provides evidence to support the ancient 

genesis of funerary gardens. In the Greco-Roman world, flora played a significant role in the cult 

of the dead, through the offering of flowers and libations to commemorate their deceased. He 

acknowledged the Greeks through the writing of the seventeenth-century English polymath Sir 

Thomas Browne, that “in strewing their Tombs, the Romans affected the Rose, the Greeks 

Amaranthus and myrtle; that the Funerall pyre consisted of sweet fuell, Cypresse, Firre, Larix, 

Yewe, and Trees perpetually verdant, lay silent expressions of their surviving hopes [sic].”
32

 To 

the Greeks, the amaranth was a most appropriate choice of flower for mourning the dead. The 

name, derived from the Greek amaranth, means “one that does not wither (or fade),” reflecting 

its resilience to the elements, a characteristic highlighted in a fable by the Roman fabulist Aesop, 
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and in John Milton’s Paradise Lost.
33

 A Victorian Flower Dictionary describes myrtle, as an 

evergreen shrub with white flowers, symbolizing love and affection, and often associated with 

the Roman goddess Venus. The connection between myrtle and love and marriage, warranted its 

pairing with orange blossoms in the Victorian bridal bouquet.
34

 The reference to myrtle in 

Browne’s naming of funereal flora, suggests that widows strewed myrtle over the graves of 

spouses. In ancient Rome, roses were another flower of choice for mourning; in addition to their 

association to Venus, roses represented death and rebirth, and Romans often planted them on 

graves.
35

 

Though the Greeks and Romans appear to share reciprocally their defining funerary 

architecture and rituals, Curl gives more credit to the ancient Romans for the development of 

funerary gardens; walled enclosures “laid out and planted to provide fruit, flowers, and wine to 

honour the dead. [...] [They] must have been delightful oases of peace and beauty, with vines and 

roses in abundance.”
36

 He inferred that the charm and tranquility of the garden ensured 

enjoyment for both the living and the dead, for the Romans thought the dead could feel emotion 

as well. The inclusion of wells, pools, statuary, and shady walks in the formal plans of the 

sepulchral gardens, was part of a religious strategy for Romans to construct “the ideal landscape 

of an Elysian after-life [that] could be enjoyed on earth, for the funerary garden symbolized the 
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gardens of the other world.”
37

 Curl notes that people in Europe and the New World, owe a great 

debt to Roman culture, to their inheritance of funerary rituals and customs, the planning of 

cemeteries, and the Roman legacy of funerary architecture.
38

 The importance of appeasing the 

spirits through the respecting of traditional customs was paramount for European immigrants 

who came to and settled in the Thunder Bay District. 

The funerary garden of ancient Rome became a source of inspiration for the “garden 

cemetery” movement that, from the late seventeenth century onwards, allowed visitors to “profit 

spiritually and emotionally from landscapes and memorial forms that seek to build bridges 

between life and death.”
39

 Authors including Washington Irving and Samuel Taylor Coleridge 

expounded the need for the improvement of funerary aesthetics, noting that cemeteries “should 

bear a solemn and soothing character, equally remote from fanatical gloom and conceited 

affectation.”
40

 Since the late eighteenth century, the quintessential garden cemetery in Europe 

was the Père la Chaise Cemetery in Paris, and many landscape designers in Victorian Britain 

desired a similar model, in contrast to the decrepit, barren patches of earth that were the 

traditional churchyards. John Strang felt a similar sentiment when writing his Necropolis 

Glasguensis in 1831.
41

 In Strang’s treatise, he argued that Glasgow deserved a dignified garden 

cemetery that would bring some national pride to the Scottish people: 

 

That Scottish church-yards, and particularly those attached to cities and towns,  
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are, with few exceptions, little else than vast fields of the dead, which, instead of  

possessing any thing attractive, have every thing of an opposite nature, will  

scarcely be denied by any one who has ever entered their precincts. How  

different, however, are the feelings experienced on wandering through the neat  

and well-kept sepulchres which are to be met with in England and Wales, or the  

still more striking burial grounds of Switzerland and France [sic]?
42

  

 

While Strang and others considered the Père la Chaise Cemetery in Paris to be the 

quintessential garden cemetery on which to base all other cemetery designs, Curl and Worpole 

agree that the founding father of the movement was John Claudius Loudon. In his influential 

book On the Laying Out, Planting and Managing of Cemeteries, he surmised that the disposal of 

the dead should “not prove injurious to the living, either by affecting health or by shocking 

feelings, opinions, or prejudices.” In addition, he noted that cemeteries as a type of ‘recuperative 

landscape’ could positively contribute to ‘the improvement of the moral sentiments and general 

taste of all classes and more especially of the great masses of society.”
43

 To prevent the 

disruption of the tranquility of the place, Loudon also opposed the practice of burying multiple 

bodies in a single grave, and of the re-use of graves after a limited time, arguments that he 

supported with references to Jewish, Quaker, and Moravian custom.
44

 In his efforts to dispel the 

horrors of the unsavoury vault and parish graveyard, Loudon revolutionized the burial process as 

a proponent of wooden coffins to prevent putrefaction and promoting the union of the body with 

the earth. Though he was able to improve the aesthetic value and appeal of the cemetery, guarded 

entrance gates and surrounding railings were still a necessity to prevent the theft of corpses by 
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medical students, another source of fear for the living, prior to the passing of legislature that 

allowed people the choice to allocate their remains for medical research. 

While residential dwellings surrounded most English cemeteries, Loudon advised the 

directors of cemetery companies to locate the new cemeteries in the countryside “in an elevated 

and airy place” for adequate drainage, as well as to prevent drainage into public wells, 

eliminating “a public menace to health.”
45

 He oversaw the planting, and labelling of numerous 

trees and ornamental shrubs to provide the best appearance and practical function in the 

cemetery, though he disapproved of planting flowers, which suggested the disruption of the soil. 

In order to promote “free circulation of the air and the drying effect of the sun,” Loudon 

advocated the planting of trees with conical shapes, “like the cypress ... associated with places of 

burial from time immemorial.” He also favoured evergreens, especially those with naturally dark 

foliage and narrow conical heads”: for the cemetery, Loudon suggested pines and firs (including 

Taurian or Austrian black pines), Irish yew, Swedish juniper, and cedars of Lebanon.
46

 He 

objected to the planting of weeping willows, for they require much water for care and 

maintenance, and would therefore be inappropriate for the dryness of the cemetery. 

Though Loudon died shortly after the publication of his book in 1843, his work on 

cemeteries had an enormous impact, its influence carried over to the New World for the planning 

of cemeteries in North America. The American Association of Cemetery Officials began in 

1899, with the goal of revolutionizing the large and small cemeteries in that country. The 

organization expanded into Canada in 1912, and became The Association of Cemetery Officials 
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of Canada, which had “for its object the betterment of conditions in Canadian Cemeteries [...].”
47

 

On 1 August 1914, they sent an invitation to The Fort William Board of Parks Management, the 

City department that oversaw the operation of Mountain View Cemetery, for any official or 

member of the Cemetery Committee to attend their Second Annual Convention in Toronto, from 

8-9 September 1914. Of the subjects of the papers discussed at the conference, the second topic 

in the list is “Trees suitable for cemetery planting.” There was no record of any reply in the fonds 

folder for Mountain View Cemetery in the Thunder Bay Archives, so it is therefore unknown as 

to whether anyone attended the event.  

 

Mountain View Cemetery as a Historical Garden  

What the material in the fonds folder does suggest, is that the teachings of Loudon and 

other British cemetery landscape designers made their way to the Thunder Bay District. 

Following the onset of the First World War, the City of Fort William made significant efforts to 

improve the aesthetic appeal of Mountain View Cemetery. Originally named the Fort William 

Cemetery Company by John and Peter McKellar; they sold the property to the town in 1901, and 

changed the name to Mountain View Cemetery.
48

 The Roman Catholic Diocese bought property 

from the McKellar brothers in 1899, and named it Saint Patrick’s Catholic Cemetery.
49

 In an 

invoice from the John Connon Company Limited in Hamilton, Ontario, dated 22 April 1915, the 
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City of Fort William Cemetery Department ordered numerous trees and ornamental shrubs, 

including twenty-five Austrian pines and twenty-five Scotch pines, two species of conifers that 

Loudon himself used in the layout of cemeteries in London.
50

 To ensure the continual care of the 

plants, the City extended the waterworks to Mountain View by laying pipes throughout the 

cemetery, allowing for the watering of flowers planted at gravesites by the caretaker.
51

 

Though the extension of the pipe length was a significant development for the era, the 

progress was not enough for some individuals, including Mr. R. A. Dowlen. In one of multiple 

letters to Mayor H. Murphy dated 10 March 1916, Mr. Dowlen expressed concern over the 

perceived barrenness of the cemetery, implying that the ornamental shrubs and flowering plants 

planted the previous year were annuals, which would not have likely survived the winter 

temperatures. His letter not only implies that there were no permanent plans in place to beautify 

the cemetery, but also that the cemetery as a type of ‘memorial park’ deserved to be an area of 

civic pride that appeals to the living.
52

 The necessity to beautify the cemetery prior to the arrival 

of friends and family for the opening of the vault and the burial of residents, who died during the 

winter, came with the development of new attitudes in response to the locating of local 

cemeteries within city limits. With names from the classical lexicon like necropolis and 

cemetery, Roger Hall and Bruce Bowden inferred that the new burial grounds “were to be 

planned places of beauty where the dead and the living might mingle in restful reflection.”
53
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They also state that due to the growing appeal of garden cemeteries in the mid-to-late-nineteenth 

century, families of individuals already laid to rest in traditional burial grounds, exhumed the 

bodies and re-buried them in the new garden cemeteries. In Fort William, family members 

removed the corpses from the Old Fort William Burying Grounds, originally located near the 

corner of McVicar Street and Donald Street, and re-interred them in Mountain View Cemetery. 

Relatives did the same in Port Arthur with the closing of the St. John’s and Brown’s Cemetery in 

1887, located on Red River Road between Rockwood Avenue and Windemere Avenue. They re-

interred their loved ones in Riverside Cemetery.
54

     

In addition to re-inhumation of corpses, another factor that shaped the landscape was the 

designation of lots for the burial of members belonging to fraternal organizations in the city. In a 

letter dated 14 August 1915, Recording Secretary J.R. Hesler Esquire of the Independent Order 

of Odd Fellows (I.O.O.F), Algoma Lodge No. 267, requested the forwarding of information to 

enable the locating of deceased members’ gravesites. The reply letter dated 23 August 1915 

indicated that while there was a specific plot for the Odd Fellows, only Brother Duncan and 

Frederick J. Gilleybrand were there. Secretary W.C. Ravening of the Lodge Guildford of the 

Sons of England Benevolent Society issued a similar request on 10 March 1921, asking the City 

where the plot for the Sons of England was in Mountain View, and whether an adjoining plot for 

an additional ten graves was available for purchase. The reply from the City Clerk two days later 

suggests that Fort William was undergoing yet another significant population expansion, for 
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“[the] old part of the cemetery in which [the Sons of England plot] is situated is now entirely 

taken up so that there is no more space near [the] plot available. There is, however, an excellent 

location in the new portion […] which is situated close to the [Daughters of the Empire] plot.”
55

 

The requests for burial locations by various associations implied a gross lack of organization in 

the record keeping as the responsibilities of the cemetery were in transfer to the Board of Parks. 

The logistical flaws of the record-keeping process at Mountain View Cemetery did not 

escape the attention of the Provincial Board of Health for Ontario. In 1918 the Chief Officer of 

Health sent a questionnaire to all cemeteries, mausoleums and burying places in the municipality 

of Fort William, “for the purpose of regulating the proper care of cemeteries in respect to their 

physical conditions, the rates charged to the public, in short improvements in every way 

possible.”
56

 The city’s response is evident in a letter to Messrs Cameron & Co., a company of 

undertakers that frequently transported and interred bodies in Mountain View, dated 13 

November 1918. The City Clerk advised them that significant changes would be made regarding 

the regulation of the cemetery; in the first paragraph, he mentions, “in all cases, it will be 

absolutely necessary before interment order is made for the burial of a body that the Medical 

certificate of death must be made out by the physician in charge.”
57

 There is the mention of strict 

instructions to the effect of procuring the death certificate before they requested the interment 

certificate. The insistence of the instructions suggests that the City would pay significant fines in 

the event that the funeral industries did not follow the recommendations from the Provincial 

Board of Health within the acceptable period. 
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There is also mention of the regulation of fees, an area significantly lacking in 

consistency, as implied by the amounts listed in two letters. The first letter, dated 20 May 1916, 

acknowledged the following of instructions for the retrieval of a deceased baby from the vault 

early due to a spring thaw, and the burial of the baby in the father’s plot. According to the Clerk, 

the required fee was two dollars, a payment that would go to the upkeep of the cemetery. Three 

years later, on 16 January 1919, the letter addressed to Mr. D.M. Parr of Winnipeg indicates that 

the burial of his child cost seventeen dollars. There is a wide spectrum of prices for the burials in 

Mountain View, all of which the Clerk states to Cameron & Co., must be paid in advance. In 

1918, the fee for the opening of a large family plot (ten feet x seventeen feet five inches) was 

fifteen dollars, plus three dollars for an adult and two dollars for an infant, though the 1919 letter 

did not indicate if the opening was of a single grave or of a large plot.
58

 According to the Clerk, 

the City of Fort William was in the process of “straightening out matters in connection with the 

cemetery and turning it over to the Parks Board […].” 

Our cemetery has been allowed to go without very much work being done but  

now that the Parks Board have taken it over they are going to make it a beauty  

spot, and otherwise fence up and make improvements to it, and I am assured that  

a small fee is to be charged each year for the up-keep of the plots and graves,  

[…].
59

 

 

Despite the accruing of fees designated for the expansion and upkeep of the cemetery, the 

Board of Parks Management faced severe financial difficulties. In a report dated 12 April 1924, 

the City Council reduced the budget for the cemetery from one thousand seven hundred fifty 

dollars ($1,750) to one thousand dollars ($1,000) for 1924. Secretary Langford noted that the 
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withholding of the seven hundred fifty dollars ($750) would require the termination of the 

summer help. Without them, Mountain View would resume “its old neglected, unkempt, weed-

tangled appearance. […] The work of ten years would be practically lost in one year, and the 

cemetery transformed from something in which the people of the City are beginning to have a 

little pride into something of which they would be ashamed.”
60

 The other option involved the 

forgoing of future bids on saleable property, expanding the cemetery to accommodate the 

continuing population growth of Fort William. Though there was no documentation indicating 

which option the men selected, a letter dated 14 March 1928 suggests that the Parks Board 

terminated the summer help, instead choosing to accumulate funds through the sale of plots and 

graves in additional properties, including the twenty-five acres of land bought from the CNR at a 

price of three hundred dollars per acre.
61

  

They also accrued additional costs for the cemetery during the 1920s and 1930s, 

including the purchase of a power mower for the caretaker; other costs included the increase of 

burial fees:  by 1925, the fee to open a plot increased from fifteen dollars in 1918, to forty 

dollars, with one individual calling the increase a hunt for “Blood money [sic].”
62

 On 9 

November 1926, the Parks Board requested to City Council to increase the fee for winter burials 

to twenty dollars, and a fee of ten dollars “is sufficient to cover the cost of the work.”
63

 The 
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financial depreciation of Mountain View that followed the decision made by the Property 

Committee to relieve the Parks Board of the care of the cemetery as of 31 December 1928, 

suggests that in the years leading to the Great Depression, capitalism became a higher priority 

than civic pride, and the cemetery returned to being an ordinary burial ground.    

 

Conclusion 

 

Though the discussion of local cemeteries within the Thunder Bay District focussed 

primarily on the early historical development of Mountain View, the disproportionate amount of 

attention was due to the restrictions on materials from the Thunder Bay Archives, pertaining to 

Riverside Cemetery and St. Andrew’s Roman Catholic Cemetery in Port Arthur. While archival 

documentation for Mountain View demonstrated the downward spiral of deficits and cultural 

depreciation of the property, it was far from being an ordinary municipal cemetery. Efforts made 

by the Cemetery Committee and later by the Board of Parks Management, suggest that Mountain 

View had the potential to become a garden cemetery; while the committees did not achieve the 

goal, the cemetery remains important as part of the local, and therefore the national historical 

record.  

In addition to “reflect[ing on] aspects of culture and all its changing complexities,” 

Worpole found that the distinct landscape of urban cemeteries is a reminder to the living that 

only Death itself is timeless, and beyond human or bureaucratic control.
64

 The lack of control 
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over death and dying, and the impermeable immortality of the cemetery led Pierre Deffontaines 

to write that “Geographically, the pre-occupation with the dead has translated itself materially 

and visually into a series of facts, so numerous and important that they have become part of the 

landscape. Thus the dead, who are no longer with us, are often the most important occupants of 

the earth.”
65

 The posthumous status he bestowed upon the deceased is similar to that granted by 

God upon the corpses resurrected through the prophecies of Ezekiel in his “valley of dry bones” 

vision.
66

  

Francaviglia concurs, inferring that the cemetery “is a microcosm of the real world. 

[While they are only one element in the cultural landscape, cemeteries] may bridge the nebulous 

gap between conscious and subconscious motivation in the manipulation of form and space. […] 

Cemeteries, as the visual and spatial expression of death, may tell us a great deal about the living 

people who created them.”
67

 As the final resting place for many of the immigrants who came to 

Northwestern Ontario and settled in the Thunder Bay District during the late nineteenth century 

and the early years of the twentieth century, urban and rural cemeteries represented, and continue 

to represent the mosaic of the Canadian identity, with the diversity of minorities buried within 

the properties. John Stewart and Susan Buggey viewed the cemetery as a physical and cultural 

landscape that deserves recognition as a form of historic garden. In their words gardens are 
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“living monuments; [that] ‘reflect the periods and tastes of its creators and users [as a] 

metaphysical symbol of man and nature.”
68

 Cecilia Paine asserts that the history of abandoned 

cemeteries in the province “make these sites valuable as tangible evidence of the cultural 

influences that have shaped the landscape of Ontario.”
69

 Though she discussed the preservation 

of cemeteries in the province, she discredited her argument by admitting to focus on cemeteries 

located in eastern and southwestern Ontario. In the socio-historical context of the Thunder Bay 

District, Rugg is most accurate in her observation of what makes a cemetery important to the 

history of a region, and to the people in that area: 

The [nineteenth] century cemetery is often embedded in local historical narrative,  

partly because of its use over generations, partly because it tended to flourish in  

periods of rapid urban growth, and partly because it often achieved a near  

monopoly with respect to accommodating the dead of a particular location. The  

high incidence of visits over a protracted period of time means that the site  

becomes sacred and is afforded some degree of permanence.
70

  

 

While sacredness is a slippery concept that seems to defy definition, the cemeteries in 

Fort William and Port Arthur often convey what M. Makins considers the secular interpretation, 

to be “worthy of or regarded with reverence, awe or respect.”
71

 To Pierre Muret, the need to 

isolate the deceased from the living and the life of the community, stems not from the health 

hazards associated with the putrefaction of the dead that were common, but rather from the 

inappropriate behaviour and disrespect by the living that developed during the Victorian era:  
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[...] at one time people [honoured] the memory of the dead every year. Today the 

dead are not even mentioned; that would smack of popery. If one should happen 

upon a funeral procession, those who are escorting the body behave with such 

impropriety, joking and making idle chatter all along the way, that you would 

think they were going to the [theatre] instead of to a funeral. In the old days the 

tombs were decorated with flowers, but nowadays that is unheard of. “There is 

nothing more distressing than a cemetery, and to see these tombs, one would think 

that they had served to bury the carcasses of a pig or an ass.”
72

 

 

In contrast to the pessimistic observation by Muret, Rugg noted how the fences and 

wrought-iron gates seem to provide protection for the bereaved from crimes and other 

inappropriate activity. In 1902, Fort William City Council passed Bylaw No. 302, outlining the 

rules and regulations for appropriate behaviour in Mountain View Cemetery, including the 

giving of fines or punishing with imprisonment in the district jail for the defacing or injuring of 

any monument, fence or other structure in the cemetery.
73

 The penalty of imprisonment in the 

jail with or without hard labour, intimates that cemeteries in general were important sources of 

morality, particularly in pioneer communities where the prevalent atmosphere was rough and 

crude. 

Katherine R. Cook acknowledged the presence of a wider scope to understanding 

cemeteries, outside the traditional definition of the burial ground.
74

 In her study of the Mount 

Pleasant Cemetery in Hamilton, Cook raised an excellent point that is applicable to all 

cemeteries:  A cemetery is not a cemetery without dead people buried in it. Without their 

population number continually growing, there is no need for the ‘cities of the dead’ to be located 
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in protected cemeteries, their own “gated communities.” Their ‘permanent addresses’ engraved 

on their headstones, an excellent source of information both biographical and historical. 
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Chapter 5: 

 

One Last Mark on the World:  Gravestones and Symbolism 

 

Gone are the living, but the dead remain, 

And not neglected; for a hand unseen, 

Scattering its bounty like a summer rain, 

Still keeps their graves and their remembrances green. 

--Gravestone epitaph for Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, in Mount Auburn Cemetery, in 

Cambridge, MA
1
 

 

Thomas C. Meierding acknowledges that while cemeteries “are among the most durable 

of cultural landscapes,” the longevity of such places is mostly due to the condition of grave 

markers and other monuments located within them. He notes that grave markers are important 

not only because they “display a sacred symbolism, but also [they] record a valuable history of 

the population, often the only one remaining for ordinary people.”
2
 Douglas Davies also argues 

that grave markers are excellent sources for revealing the socio-historical context of the 

deceased.
3
 In this chapter, the gravestone symbolism that highlights the socio-historical context 

in which a person lived and died, not only reveals clues about life details of the deceased 

individual, but also about the collective experiences of people, especially the groups of 

immigrants who lived in pioneer communities, including the cities of Fort William and Port 

Arthur.  
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The History of Headstones 

 

Grave markers were significant as acknowledgements to the inevitability of death, and as 

reminders of man’s failed quest for immortality. Richard Rolt Brash observed how a common 

desire of humankind was, and remains, “to leave after him something to perpetuate his memory, 

something more durable than his [or her] frail humanity.”
4
 The power of memory was also 

important in the acknowledgement of the deceased with the placing of a marker. John Stuart 

found that “the erection of stones to the memory of the dead has been common to [the entire] 

world from the earliest times.”
5
 A prime exemplar of an ancient memorial stone is the engraved 

boulder at Thermopylae in Greece, where the lyric poet Simonides of Ceos carved an epitaph 

into the rock, commemorating the lives of the three hundred Spartan soldiers killed at the Battle 

of Thermopylae in 480 BCE. The purpose of the commission was to ensure that their heroic 

values remained in present memory:  

Go tell the Spartans, stranger passing by, 

 That here, obeying their commands, we lie.
6
 

 

Though absent from the importance of modern society, the record of the Spartans and 

their contributions to the Persian Wars prove to be a major milestone not just in Greek history, 

but also in the cultural evolution of the grave marker. Despite its deceptively simple appearance, 
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the boulder served a major function in connecting the past with the present. Philippe Ariès notes 

how the boulder served to not only mark the exact location of a person’s death, but also to 

“transmit the memory of the deceased to later generations,” hence monumentum or memoria.
7
  

When analyzing gravestones as forms of cultural expression, the seminal work is Richard 

V. Francaviglia’s study on necrogeography. He identifies nine different types of grave markers 

used in American cemeteries during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries:  the gothic, the 

obelisk, the cross-vault obelisk, the tablet, the pulpit, the scroll, the block, the raised-top 

inscription type, and the lawn-type (or plaque) that lies flush with the ground. His focus on the 

nature of gravestone design further illustrates the historical significance, for the style of the stone 

is an indicator of the shifting trends and tastes during their dates of installation. Based on his data 

chart regarding the types of monuments and their dates of occurrence, it is feasible to infer that 

during the decade of 1901-1911, when Canada experienced its greatest flux in immigration, the 

styles of headstone most preferred were the obelisk, the cross vault obelisk, and the tablet.
8
 Yet 

Verna Elinor Gallén observed in her research on Finnish cemeteries in Saskatchewan, the tablet 

was the most common type of grave marker there, appearing one hundred fifty-eight times in 

total, while the top of the tablet, or tympanum, had a serpentine edge forty-six percent of the 

time.
9
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Though some scholars criticized Francaviglia for the shortcomings of his cemetery 

research, his work continues to be widely read as a research reference for cultural geographers.
10

 

Assumptions and other concerning features of his study led Donald G. Jeane to note that in 

regards to cemetery research, there are “other culturally relevant factors” to consider, among 

them “preferred arrangements associated with religion, after-life, respect for the dead, family 

ties, rank, prestige, and community involvement.”
11

 Often prominent families expressed these 

attributes and connections using substantial wealth that contributed to the perpetuation of class 

distinctions in the cemetery. Frank W. Young observed, “Grave markers … can reflect the 

wealth and prestige of the buyer, and very likely a whole family.”
12

 A local exemplar is the 

McKellar family marker. Engraved with the names of over one dozen family members, the sheer 

size of the monument is a significant indicator of not only the family’s wealth, but also of their 

contributions to the development of Fort William as a pioneer community. The ornate 

architecture of the tiered obelisk suggests conformity to the Gothic style that Francaviglia found 

prevalent during the 1870s in Minnesota and Wisconsin. Though Duncan McKellar died in 1875, 

his wife Margaret (nee Brodie) died in 1896, a period marked by the decline in the number of 

motifs on funerary markers, an observation Darrell A. Norris attributed to the “comparatively 

low incidence of obelisks.”
13

 The absence of such motifs resulted in the enlargement of the 

engraving for many names on all four sides, including that of their daughter Effie. 
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The importance of the grave marker as a representative icon of death echoed in the words 

of John Strang who emphasized the cultural and national importance of grandiose tombs, 

mausolea, cenotaphs, sarcophagi, and other artistically elaborate funerary monuments. As “the 

most convincing tokens of a nation’s progress in civilization and in the arts,” Strang compares 

the artistic value of funereal monuments to places of sepulchres in foreign lands, including Egypt 

and Italy, where death and art intimately intertwine.
14

 In his treatise to advocate for the 

establishment of a garden cemetery in Scotland, Strang noted how to identify the status of the 

typical burial plot of the middle class, a space identifiable by the telltale presence of  

a sepulchral urn, a small pillar, or a cross, to tell the name and quality of him who 

lies [below. The] more ambitious monuments consist of obelisks, pyramids, 

temples and marble sarcophagi, decorated with figures and basso relievi, while a 

third consists of crypts and family sepulchres in some degree similar to those in 

ancient Rome.
15

 

  

Strang’s description of indicative funerary markers at common burial places suggests that 

he developed a dislike of the bourgeois middle class and its representations. He was disgusted 

with the drudgery of the family wine business and sold the inheritance, free to pursue the elite 

interests of literature and continental travel.
16

 His travels exposed him to the artistic tastes of 

France, including the styles in the much-desired Père La Chaise cemetery in Paris. Inspiration 

also came from the emerging “garden cemetery” movement in England, where the natural 

landscape segregated traditional burial markers from more elaborate funerary memorials.
17

  

 

                                                           
14

 John Strang, Necropolis Glasguensis; with Observations on Ancient and Modern Tombs and Sepulture (Glasgow:  

Atkinson and Company, 1831), 62-3. 

15
 Strang, Necropolis Glasguensis; with Observations on Ancient and Modern Tombs and Sepulture, 29.  

16
 Dictionary of National Biography, s.v. “Strang John (1795-1863).” 

17
 Strang, 21. 



124 

 

Markers as Living Monuments in Canada 

 

Darrell A. Norris elaborated on Francaviglia’s findings when researching the grave 

marker inventories of some cemeteries in southern Ontario, producing a list of seventeen 

different forms, comprised of eight types of vertical slabs, three types of obelisks, four types of 

ground-level markers, crosses, and other forms.
18

 In his research into the evolution of southern 

Ontario gravestones during the Victorian era, he found that “gravestones are a revealing mirror 

of the province’s identity in the wider and changing context of nineteenth-century North 

American material culture.”
19

 It is possible that gravestones have their own language, when 

considered within the context of Norris’ findings and their impact on the cultural landscape of 

the country, through their fulfillment of five important roles. The first and obvious role was to 

provide “a fitting and durable memorial” to the deceased individual, a desire common to 

humankind in all ages.
20

  

Though the perceived focus of the marker was on the individual, the purpose of the 

second role brings into question the subjectivity of what was ‘fitting,’ as the gravestone also 

served to mark the social position of the family within the immediate community. David B. 

Knight observed how, during the 1880s to the early 1900s, ornateness was an essential 

characteristic of grave markers for the wealthy and respectable pioneer families.
21

 In addition to 

the McKellar family marker in Mountain View, there is also a tall white obelisk located in 
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Riverside Cemetery. At the base are the engraved family names of Flaherty, Bell and Tees. 

Through the Archives of Ontario, the death records of three individuals from the families were 

available for research. Though the respectability of the families was not evident with the Bell and 

Tees records, the death record for James Flaherty suggests the nature of his community 

involvement was occupational, as a retired hotelkeeper.
22

 Despite the prominence of obelisks in 

large towns and cities, Knight notes the “slower rural acceptance of much of the ornateness and 

largeness of styles […].”
23

 Obelisks were a sparse form of grave marker in Riverside, rarer still 

in Mountain View, and seemingly nonexistent in rural cemeteries throughout the District.  

While the second role of the gravestone was to celebrate “the fact of belonging […] 

replicated through ties based on church membership, ethnic background, [and] social standing, 

and of course place of residence,” the third role was a continuation of the intentions of the 

family, “to petrify and endorse the complex social order of North American localities.”
24

 

William M. Kephart observed, “Historically, the rich man’s grave was marked by a large 

memorial or mausoleum, the poor man’s by a small head or footstone, or perhaps by the absence 

of a stone.”
25

 While David B. Knight intimates that the gravestone “provides a means by which a 

private family experience with death is made a public one to be shared,” Julie-Marie Strange 

challenges the idea when addressing the history of the pauper’s grave, where individuals buried 
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there alongside felons, brought eternal stigma to their families.
26

 She asserts that burial in the 

pauper grave was a loathsome idea to the Victorian Canadians, who viewed the most 

rudimentary form of interment as “a disgrace to the bereaved household.”
27

 The attainment of 

respectability in death required the purchase of the rights to burial in a private grave and access 

to mourning and commemorative rites, including the installation of a gravestone.
28

 Though 

Strange writes exclusively about the pauper’s grave in England, the observations made there, 

were also applicable to the cemeteries of the Thunder Bay District, as many of the traditional 

funerary customs that came to Canada were often of British heritage. The prohibition of 

installing a headstone on a pauper grave was what Sarah Tarlow infers as a stripping of identity 

and individuality, due to the absence of mourning paraphernalia that gave any indication as to the 

personality of the deceased, and the lack of a ‘proper’ gravesite.
29

      

Though the prevalent definition of the cemetery maintains a secular position for the 

majority of landscapes, there are expressions of religion in the cemeteries, engraved either on 

headstones or as part of the main memorial. The death records of immigrants buried in 

cemeteries within the District indicate they practiced a variety of faiths, further lending 

credibility to the cultural diversity of cemeteries. There are various types of grave markers, the 
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cross being a predominant feature. The grave marker of English dairy hand Eric Partridge, who 

died 26 June 1930 at age twenty-one from an accidental drowning (Figure 6a), is an example of 

the traditional Latin cross, an icon “most commonly associated with Christianity.”
30

  

 (a)    (b) 

Figure 6:  (a) The Christian-style grave marker of Eric Partridge and (b) the marker for Christo Savas (1880-

1935), defined by a Greek cross.  Though they appear similar, there are significant differences. Photos are 

from the Canadian Gravemarker Gallery. 

Though moss covers a considerable portion of the Partridge marker, the letters IHS are 

discernible on both headstones, representing the first three letters of Jesus’ name according to the 

Greek alphabet:  Iota, Eta, Sigma.
31

 While the symbol suggests the predominance of Christianity 

on all types of crosses, the crosses present their own uniqueness. The freestanding Greek cross of 

Christo Savas, identifiable by its equidistant arms, is a rarity in itself; they are “more likely to 

appear as a decoration on a tomb,” intimating that financial restraints did not discourage the 

presentation of cultural pride.
32

 Other forms of the Greek cross include: the floré, or floriated 

cross, where the arms end in petal-like projections; and the batté, or broad-footed cross, where 

the arms end in triangles, resembling a compass rose pointing to each of the four cardinal 
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directions. In Mountain View Cemetery, two distinct markers illustrate both styles.
33

  

   

Figure 7:  Two markers of unknown graves in Mountain View Cemetery, illustrating both styles of the Greek 

cross.  Photos are from the Canadian Gravemarker Gallery. 

 In addition to Latin and Greek crosses, the Thunder Bay District is dotted with Celtic 

crosses, and triple-barred Russian Orthodox crosses throughout the region. David Nicholson 

notes many Orthodox cross grave markers in Mountain View, corroborating Douglas Keister’s 

observation that they stand together as clusters in large cemeteries.
34

 The visible Orthodox 

crosses appear as engraved symbols on headstones, often on the markers of individuals who died 

after 1935, suggesting there was discrimination against Orthodoxy adherents. Some Orthodox 

crosses, along with Latin crosses, stand under a wooden triangular roof. Douglas Keister and 

others posit the idea that they are “Old Believer” crosses, with the roof symbolically housing the 
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soul(s) of the deceased.
35

 Though the date of the exemplar in O’Connor Municipal Cemetery is 

more recent than preferred, it illustrates the shelter it conveys. 

 

Figure 8:  The roofed marker of Jacob and Albert Untersander.  Photo is from the Canadian Gravemarker 

Gallery. 

The gravestone also preserves the social standing of individuals. While a significant 

number of gravestones in Thunder Bay and the surrounding district provide a clear 

demonstration of the task, some headstones use engraved diction to ensure the permanence of 

respect and reverence for the dead. In Mountain View, the Curtis family headstone lists Charles, 

his wife Eliza Emma, and their son Private Bertie Curtis. The headstone states that he died in 

1918, killed in action overseas during the First World War. Further details about his army 

affiliations provide a springboard for additional research to explain the unit’s connection to 

Vimy Ridge, a claim clearly engraved on the family headstone. The problem is the information 

on his Circumstances of Casualty register, which reveals that Private Curtis did not participate in 

the Battle of Vimy Ridge, and therefore not laid to rest at the Vimy Memorial; instead, his unit 
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buried him at the Ecoivres Military Cemetery, four and three-quarters miles northwest of Arras, 

France.
36

  

Jonathan F. Vance argues that the armed forces did not practice the repatriation of 

Canadian soldiers unless they died in England; those buried at the front stayed there, as per the 

stipulation of the Imperial War Graves Commission (IWGC). He asserts the reason was partly 

symbolic, (to not separate the unity of fallen comrades) and partly logistical, as the attempts to 

uncover and repatriate the remains would result in “immense administrative difficulties” due to 

“the chaos on the former battlefields and the sheer number of bodies.”
37

 Some families noted the 

overseas deaths of relatives that served in the Canadian Expeditionary Forces (CEF) on family 

grave markers, as a form of pilgrimage for Canadians who were unable to travel to the war-torn 

battlefields of France and Flanders, and lay a wreath at a proper gravesite. Mary MacLeod 

Moore wrote in 1920, “To many Canadians, it is the dream of their saddened lives that they may 

someday cross the ocean and the Channel to stand beside the grave of a boy who offered his life 

for others.” John Wesley Dafoe described the First World War as “[the event that] will doubtless 

always remain the most romantic page in our national history.”
38

 The inclusion of Private Curtis 

on the family grave marker, and not on an individual plaque, suggests the lack of benefits for 
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relatives of soldiers prevented the Curtis family from affording the purchase of a separate marker 

and a site in the Military Plot at Mountain View. Regardless of where CEF soldiers are at rest, 

the exemplar of Private Curtis is illustrative of the pride Canadians had, and continue to have, in 

their service members for the past century.   

Vance also noted that the second guiding principle of the IWGC was to mark the graves 

in the war cemeteries with a standard headstone. While the goal was partly aesthetic to prevent 

the littering of graves with elaborate markers, the purpose of the uniform headstone was 

symbolic, affirming the equality of all soldiers in death.
39

 The observation not only challenges 

the idea of death as a state of individuality, but also contradicts Norris’ fourth role of the 

gravestone, as they reflect “shifting currents of popular taste in North American society.”
40

 

Francaviglia, Knight, and Norris assert the socio-historical significance of grave marker styles 

and forms as trendsetters of Victorian material culture, as “death was a catalyst for a vogue or 

conformist expression through memorial art.”
41

 While other studies corroborated Francaviglia’s 

claims, the 1966 study conducted by Young addressed the trend in two Canadian seacoast 

villages, revealing “a decrease in height of stone markers after the turn of the century [...].”
42

 

Research by Sally Ross and Deborah Trask examined the material nature of grave markers in 

Acadian cemeteries.  They found that, prior to the Deportation of 1755, wooden crosses were 

prevalent as early grave markers.  When Acadians began to return to Acadia during the second 

half of the eighteenth century, they adopted a more permanent style of grave marker, made from 

                                                           
39

 Vance, Death So Noble, 61. 

40
 Norris, 126. The italics are Norris’.  

41
 Francaviglia, “The Cemetery as an Evolving Cultural Landscape,” 504. 

42
 L. Price, “Some Results and Implications of a Cemetery Study,” Professional Geographer 18 (1966):  201-7; 

Frank W. Young, “Graveyards and Social Structure,” Rural Sociology 25 (1960):  446-50, in Francaviglia, 504. 



132 

 

sandstone found near the coastline.
43

 Trask, along with Debra McNabb, explored the cemeteries 

in King’s County, Nova Scotia, to glean artifact information from grave markers and corroborate 

the findings with historical records to enhance the local history of communities in the region 

during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. A cursory examination found that the gravestones 

predating 1780 were slate, and carved in the ornate style common to the Massachusetts Bay area. 

The findings further substantiate the historical understanding of an established trade route 

between Nova Scotia and New England.
44

   

The Tsimshian Indians of British Columbia blended Victorian gravestone art with their 

traditional woodcarvings. Contact with Europeans settling in the province exposed them to the 

religions practiced by the missionaries. When they demanded that the Tsimshian use British-

style grave markers, the Native Indians incorporated the new style into the artistic tradition of 

their totems. The melding of the two styles produced a cultural synthesis, “a hybrid that lends 

permanence to the totem and breathes a vernacular freshness into the art of the Victorian 

stonemason.”
45

 Knight infers that the blending of the two traditional styles of markers was an 

example of gravestone styles reflecting the changes in culture over time.
46

  

While the historical trend for headstones in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

has shown the grave markers installed in an upright position, Knight stated that the new trend, 

increasing in popularity after the 1930s, was the flat lawn-type monument that lay flush to the 
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ground. He notes that there is “the effect of having a free and open looking landscape.”
47

 The 

freedom associated with the openness of cemeteries and “memorial parks” in urban centres, 

belies the industrialism of both the cemetery as a place of business, and the gravestone as a 

manufactured commodity. Norris’ research indicates that the fifth and final role of the gravestone 

“signalled the beginning of mass material culture in the industrial age.”
48

 Susan Smart notes that 

the earliest pioneer markers were wooden crosses with the inscription printed in black paint. As 

immigrants settled and established communities, they considered using types of stone as more 

permanent resources. Both Smart and Meierding observe marble as the earliest choice of stone 

for the making of grave markers, as the thin white marble was easy to carve, allowing for the 

inscribing of symbols and lengthy epitaphs.
49

 The findings of Ernest Caulfield, who followed the 

Connecticut River to find the elusive American stonecarver Gershom Bartlett, suggested that the 

river was the main transportation route for the delivery and export of Vermont marble headstones 

into Canada.
50

 Despite the efforts American stonecarvers put into their work on the markers, the 

engravings faded to the point of becoming indecipherable. Meierding attributes the loss of the 

historical knowledge to the increase in industrial pollution resulting from the rise of urbanization 

associated with population growths, either from the waves of immigrants arriving in Canada, or 

from the relocation of rural residents to the urban centres, including the cities of Fort William 

and Port Arthur.
51
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The Significance of Symbols 

 

Aside from the choice of form and style, Norris acknowledged the importance of the 

gravestone as a “durable consumer good [that] combined the illusion of uniqueness with the 

realities of standardized manufacture.”
52

 To maintain the illusion, stonecarvers engrave symbols 

and epitaphs into headstones and other types of grave markers, their importance as a form of 

language “intended to speak to many generations.”
53

 While Taylor suggests that, the linguistic 

expression of death happened at some moment after the advent of speech but before the 

existence of writing, he also acknowledges the debate among scholars regarding when to date the 

power of speech, at two million years, or around forty thousand years ago. He infers that the 

evolution of speech also allowed for the propagation of ideas about the soul, and the importance 

of controlling the soul’s malevolence, either by reabsorption of the soul when released through 

ritual funerary cannibalism, or by physical isolation of the corpse from normal life.
54

 Though his 

inferences into the socio-historical genesis of death and funerary rituals are speculative at best, 

he admits that archaeology is not an exact science, and can draw much controversy when 

inferring ideas from objects, including grave markers.
55

  

Davies agrees with Taylor that understanding the significance of language in relation to 

human culture is integral to understanding the cultural impact of death. Death is not only a 

transformative entity, but is also a state of transformation that affects the identity of both the 
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deceased and the living. The expression of grief marks the rupturing of relationships, and the loss 

of the deceased’s identity upon death. As Davies explains, because the corpse’s absence from 

society is also an absence of identity, a strong sense of self-awareness is present among the 

living.
56

 Though he mentions how people use verbal language to defy death, he does not 

specifically mention any other use. It is feasible to analyze epitaphs on grave markers within the 

same context. In addition to the name and date of the deceased, some early gravestones also bore 

the relation of the person to the provider of the marker, such as son or daughter, wife or husband, 

or other familial title.
57

 A local exemplar stands in Mountain View Cemetery, where the 

gravestone for Harry Blake (1884-1931) includes the words “Beloved Husband of Rose Anna 

Ross,” followed by his birth and death years.
58

 In Riverside Cemetery, the headstone for Adeline 

Gardner (1894-1933) indicates her status as the “Beloved Wife of John Gardner.”
59

 The status of 

the individuals not only reiterates Davies’ observation about the impact of death on relationships, 

but also one of the other research benefits of grave markers espoused by Meierding.  

Meierding observes how grave markers also reveal important information about the 

demography (age and sex ratios, fertility and mortality rates) and settlement (ethnic and religious 

composition, timing of migration) of an area, as well as social patterns (occupational structure, 
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famous deeds) and cultural patterns (moral sensibilities, and attitudes to life).
60

 In Mountain 

View, there is a simple granite tablet erected by the citizens of Fort William, to commemorate 

the deaths of fifteen-year-old Gordon Howard, and twelve-year-old Connie Howard, both of 

whom drowned in the attempt to save their seven-year-old sister Isobel from drowning in the 

Kam River on 13 August 1927. In the newspaper story that warranted two pages of writing, it 

described the children as heroic and self-sacrificing individuals, despite their efforts being 

unsuccessful. Though the article does not mention in extensive detail how they died, the death 

registries for the three Howard children identifies asphyxiation as the primary cause of death.
61

  

The epitaph of the Howard children is a most appropriate description of their lives, given 

how physically close they were in death:   

They were lovely in their lives, 

And in death they were not divided. 

 

To J.B. Jackson, the small inscription epitomizes the purpose of engraving the words into the 

stone. He maintains, “The principal intention of epitaphs is to perpetuate the examples of virtue, 

that the tomb of a good man may supply the want of his presence, and veneration for his memory 

produce the same effect as the observation of his life.”
62

 While some epitaphs simply refer to a 

future meeting with the soul of the deceased, or feature a quote from the Bible, there are other 

headstones in the Thunder Bay District that feature a more poetic tribute to those who died. The 
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most frequent choice of epitaphs referred to the future reunion of spouses (“Until we meet again” 

or “Together again”), or to the reunion of loved ones with the Resurrection. Some gravestone 

epitaphs refer to the earning of a well-deserved rest or sleep, including the headstone marking the 

gravesite of English infant Delmar Workman, who died in 1934. Though there is no evidence of 

Welsh heritage on the death registry, the epitaph on the family marker reads Cwsg a gwyn dy fyd 

(“Sleep and blessed are you”), a Welsh phrase with references to the Beatitudes in the Bible.  

Other forms of expressions include pictorial symbols that convey beliefs and attitudes 

towards death. Diane O. Bennett explains how the choice of symbols was important to the 

immigrants who settled in the Thunder Bay District, where identity, encroachment, and 

ambiguity were central to the immigrant experience: 

Struggles for dominance and control develop as classes, communities, and ethnic  

groups seek to preserve their distinctive identities in opposition to hegemonic  

national identities and incursions of increasingly intrusive bureaucratic and  

economic systems. These groups try to protect their cultural practices and their  

political economic autonomy from encroachment by a diverse range of groups  

and forces […]. An important form of struggle that emerges in these cases is the  

attempt to shift the discourse in which a symbol signifies. In several cases  

contention enters on whether a symbol will represent class or territorial identity  

(local, regional, or national) […].
63

 

 

Though immigrants encountered much opposition from the dominance of the Anglo-Saxon 

population in the two communities during their lives, death was to many a state of relief from the 

difficulties of living in a foreign country. Engraved into their gravestones are symbols that 

express important facets of peoples’ lives. In the Hebrew Cemetery, several of the older 

headstones feature a menorah, a symbol Keister observes as indicating the grave of a righteous 

Hebrew woman only.
64

 While cultural identity often connotes nationality and religion, the 
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symbols can also convey the importance of community involvement. In Mountain View, there 

are a significant number of markers with the square-and-compass logo denoting past members of 

the Freemasons; many also possessed the capital G to represent the fifth element that brings 

order to the world, as either God or geometry. Equally intriguing is the number of wives whose 

markers feature the icon representing the Order of the Eastern Star, the female counterpart of the 

Freemasons. Another fraternal organization that contributed to the well-being of the communities 

was the International Order of the Odd Fellows (I.O.O.F.), their grave markers sometimes 

designated by the symbol of the three-chain link or the picture of hands clasped in benevolence, 

among other symbols. Though the clear distinction of the symbols suggests easy detection, the 

Masonic Lodge of Education suggests otherwise, for the Freemasons and Oddfellows share both 

symbols to represent similar guiding principles.
65

 

The form of pictorial expression frequently used on gravestones designated for the 

Canadian military was the Latin cross, the traditional symbol for mourning the loss of civilians 

and soldiers. Vance’s research into the mythmaking surrounding the Canadian effort during the 

First World War, found that “Canada’s memory discouraged mourning” for the soldiers killed 

overseas. When the Minister of Militia and Defence suggested the striking of a commemorative 

cross for the mothers of sons killed overseas, the icon of choice was a Maltese cross, “for a Latin 

cross which a woman would wear in memory of some sorrow, would not […] serve the 

purpose.”
66

 Despite maintaining the choice of the Maltese cross for the medals, the Latin cross 

remains the symbol of sorrow for remembering fallen Canadian soldiers. 
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 Prior to and including the eighteenth century, traditional European attitudes treated 

children as miniature adults in life; in death, the influence of adult interpretations prevailed as 

gravestone symbols.
67

 In the Victorian era, a gentler form of mourning imagery emerged, one 

that suggested the optimism and hope of everlasting life.  In addition to changes in the perception 

of death, children were no longer little adults; instead, they received their own symbolic icons, 

including lambs, doves, and little cherubs.
68

 The tradition of perceiving children as children, 

continued in the Thunder Bay District during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In 

Mountain View and Riverside cemeteries, there are sections in each place designated as 

“Babyland,” where parents buried the remains of their infants who died from fatal injuries, and 

illnesses spread during community outbreaks.
69

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Though the language of symbols is a powerful form of expression of grief and other 

death-related emotions, the language of economics appears to have played a more significant role 

in influencing the trends of grave markers and other funerary monuments. Aubrey Cannon noted 

an economic depression in the late nineteenth century curbed the elaboration of monument 

forms, but led to the “subsequent decline in diversity.”
70

 Knight observed in Canada how post-

Depression grave markers lost their uniqueness, no longer reflecting the individuality of the 
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deceased. People chose the lawn plaque monument, the form that offered some room for the 

engraving of basic biographical information, and not much more.
71

 Though the formula of Vere 

Gordon Childe explains the change in funeral customs from austere mourning to a diversified 

ritual, the theory also applies to the downgrade from elaborate grave marker to ordinary 

headstone: “as societies become culturally and materially more stable, their funeral customs 

become less elaborate and, conversely, as they lose stability, elaboration comes again.”
72

 Thomas 

Carlyle noted that biographies make up history, as each person contributes their own chapter to 

the historical record.
73

 Regardless of the elaborateness of grave markers from the past, many 

scholars of death-related disciplines unanimously agree that headstones and other grave markers 

are significant not only to the socio-historical context of the immigrant experience in the 

Thunder Bay District, but also to the biographical portion of the national record.  
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Conclusion: 

 

The Final Curtain? 

 

For life is quite absurd 

And death’s the final word 

You must always face the curtain with a bow. 

Forget about your sin – give the audience a grin 

Enjoy it – it’s your last chance anyhow. 

 

-- Monty Python’s Life of Brian (1979)  

 

Arnar Árnason and Sigurjón Baldur Hafsteinsson argue that the prevalent “death as 

taboo” thesis is coming under critical scrutiny within the last twenty years. They maintain that 

other scholars advocate the taboo for reasons of “secularization, medicalization, the rise of 

bureaucracy, and the rise of individualism along with a decline in stable social networks and 

established traditions.”
1
 To Tony Walter, there is no sufficient reason to treat death as a social 

taboo for the collective fear of the unknown; instead, people need to acknowledge the 

inevitability of death, and recognize the ideological errors made by monastic chroniclers and 

Western historians. In the pursuit of ‘objective’ history and a unilinear path of chronology, they 

inadvertently privileged the position of life in historical studies. In defense of the litany of 

mistakes made by earlier historians, the seventeenth-century French author François de La 

Rochefoucauld famously observed how death was, and continues to be a difficult subject to 

approach: “Le soleil ni la mort ne se peuvent regarder fixement.”
2
 Yet the maxim loses its 

original meaning when applied to the historian, “who when he writes about death always turns 
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out to be writing about something else. As he is concerned only with life […] it could hardly be 

otherwise.”
3
 Bruce Bowden and Roger Hall’s concern over the dismal prevalence of life-oriented 

histories and the meagre corpus of Canadian thanatological scholarship stems from the 

romanticized version of history perpetuated through the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, 

where order and reason influenced the social treatment of death.  

 

A Re-interpretation of History 

 

Despite being the nexus of Western culture, professional historians often ignore the 

potential applications of the subject in academic research. Michael A. Simpson asserted that 

death became a hidden secret, albeit a badly kept secret as “there are over [six hundred fifty] 

books now in print and asserting that we are ignoring the subject.”
4
 The limitations of their 

research scopes draw attention to a significant question:  Is there a right way to interpret the past, 

or does the legacy of the long-since-gone deserve a serious second glance? According to Robert 

B. Townsend, the problem lies in the fixation of the professional/public framework. He notes 

that the ‘professional historian’ with the history PhD and the authorship of several noteworthy 

books, has more influence in the field as a member of the academic elite, despite being part of a 

minority. Yet he noted that “public history has a much deeper and richer significance in a range 

of historical organizations, [... but] have been and remain vital partners in the work of the 

                                                           
3
 Cf, “Ou le fait de mouri n’appartient pas à la mort, mais à la vie. Il ne s’oppose pas à elle; il ne la nie pas, il 

l’achève.” In English:  “Or the fact of death is not death, but life. He is not opposed to it; he did not deny [that] it 

ends.” Raymond Polin, Du Laid, du Mal at du Faux (1948), 78, in McManners, “Death and the French Historians,” 

in Whaley, 130. 

4
 Michael A. Simpson, Dying, Death and Grief:  A Critical Bibliography (Philadelphia:  University of Philadelphia 

Press, 1979), vii, in Arnar Árnason, and Sigurjón Baldur Hafsteinsson, “The revival of death,” 45. 



143 

 

discipline.”
5
 Theodore S. Hamerow intimated that the historical profession “is today troubled by 

increasing doubts about its purposes and prospects,” as the “sheer love of the subject” that 

encouraged ‘amateurs’ to write about the past became endangered with the professionalization of 

history in the nineteenth century, as it encouraged the writing of more mediocre works.
6
 Donald 

A. Yerxa asserted, “Academic historians as well as those historians who practice ‘without a 

license’ have much to contribute to producing good history.”
7
 Though Townsend, Hamerow and 

other historians did not specifically refer to the influence of death on history, there is a hinting at 

the importance of public historians to address such a topic. 

Though death is a universal concept, Johann Gottfried von Herder, Kodo Matsunami, 

Timothy Taylor and other academics suggest the beliefs in death and their expressions are 

culturally and regionally unique, and therefore warrant the need for public historians to 

investigate and explore the historical roots of things seen by the public eye: 

  In burial rites we have a phenomenon of world wide distribution, connected with  

certain human elements such as death itself the various attitudes towards it, the 

fear of the ghost, the significance of burial, the specific attitude toward the corpse, 

and the problem of life after death.  […] Since the deceased was in the realm of 

the unfathomable and incomprehensible, a corpse was associated with everything 

mysterious and uncanny and was placed in the same category as thunder, 

lightning, earthquakes, spirits, and other phenomena of nature and magic. Hence, 

arose the necessity of propitiating such a spirit, otherwise, it might bring disaster 

upon the living.
8
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While the populations studied by Effie Bendann were indigenous peoples in Australia, 

Micronesia, and other exotic nations, her observations corroborated with Taylor’s European 

findings, supporting the idea of worldwide distribution. Philippe Ariès noted that “as man[kind] 

progressed through time,’ and climbed higher ‘up the urban and social ladder,” their growing 

distance from nature equated to the gradual loss of their familiarity with death, a theory he used 

to explain the uneasy fear of death held by modern society.
9
  

 

The Polyethnic “Mosaic” of Death in the Lakehead 

 

When analysing the contributions of immigrant peoples to Canadian history, it is 

important to consider the contributions of European immigrants not only to cultural life, but also 

to the cultural interpretation of death. Despite the importance of death in relation to the 

immigrant experience, there is either a significant lack or complete absence of thanatological 

literature pertaining to Northwestern Ontario, especially in the Thunder Bay District. The void in 

scholarly research regarding the historical significance of the region, and its stereotyped 

designation as an area of focus for environmental research, is typical of the treatment by cultural 

and governmental intellectuals in southern and eastern Ontario. In 1973, Elizabeth Arthur also 

made the same observation, noting that the treatment of Northwestern Ontario has not changed 

from the time of the fur trade by the Hudson’s Bay Company.
10
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 When European immigrants left their homelands to come to the Northwestern region of 

Ontario, they left what was familiar, to face a country full of unknown risks that resulted in 

bringing death to the forefront of their lives. Death was a constant companion, claiming the lives 

of both the young and old through a variety of accidents.
11

 Despite the unknown hazards of the 

Canadian climate and terrain, the mixture of European immigrants that settled in the cities of 

Fort William and Port Arthur or throughout the Thunder Bay District influenced the socio-

historical component of the region, through their development of funerary customs, intertwined 

with religion to help them cope with their individual, familial, and communal grief. The research 

findings in this thesis indicate that, without the settlement of diverse cultural groups in the 

communities of Port Arthur and Fort William, and in the Thunder Bay District, the cultural 

interpretations of equality of individuals in death may not have spread to the Prairies, reiterating 

the significance of the historical footprint in Northwestern Ontario. 

Without the contributions made by immigrants to the funeral customs of Canada, Al 

Alvarez argues “Death is everywhere and […] it becomes indifferent, impersonal, inevitable and 

finally, without any meaning.”
12

 David B. Knight observed that culture is never static, its icons 

continually changing over time to reflect socio-historical circumstances. Harold J. Perkins was 

unable to create a clear and concise definition of social history, appearing at first glance as an 

academic flaw that invalidates the field from the scope of ‘true’ history. Further examination of 
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his essay reveals the opposite truth, for the lack of a definition promotes flexibility that allows 

for the application of his work to the emerging discipline of thanatology.
13

   

 

Conclusion: The Future of the End? 

 

Walter also noted that the debut of thanatology as an academic hybrid challenges the 

long-standing feud among historians, being neither an art nor a science, but both at the same 

time. In addition to the blending of disciplines and specialities, he asserted that the 

encouragement of discussing death in public life, provided by grief counsellors, bereavement 

centres and “death cafés,” provides sufficient evidence to suggest that death is experiencing a 

social revival, urged on by the individualism of the age.
14

 Though the traditional use of cemetery 

property is to serve as a sacred space for the eternal rest of the dead, the recent individualist trend 

of society is to use the space for passive recreation.
15

 James Stevens Curl argued that cemeteries 

are also a significant repository of culture and cultural history. He noted how historians tend to 

neglect the subject of cemeteries, and inferred that the larger fault lies with Western civilization, 

for “play[ing] down death, robbing it of its great significance. We treat the disposal of the dead 
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in much the same way as that in which we rid our towns and cities of waste products. [...] The 

contemporary tourist misses much if he avoids the places where the dead are buried, yet such 

avoidance is symptomatic of the present attitudes towards death and remembrance.”
16

 Knight 

concurs, stating that they form “a part of the cultural landscape, moulded and modified by 

man.”
17

 Ken Worpole notes that cemeteries and other forms of burial grounds “somehow seem to 

fix a time and a place in a culture forever, carrying the past into the present and even into the 

future in perpetuity.”
18

 The cultural quality of Western cemeteries lies in their socio-historical 

roots in Europe, how they gradually transformed from undifferentiated burial sites, to the 

systematized “memorial parks” that cemeteries have become in Canada. Research into the 

development of Mountain View Cemetery into a municipal cemetery with the potential of 

becoming a garden cemetery during the early decades of the twentieth century, revealed the 

possible creation of a “Lakehead” tradition, with most persons of various cultural and religious 

backgrounds buried in the grounds of one secular cemetery. The significance of the observation 

suggests that, despite the immigration of Americans into Canada, the American ‘melting-pot’ 

ideology did not penetrate the societies of Port Arthur and Fort William, allowing European 

immigrants to become important people in the communities, both in life and death.  

Despite the idea of collectiveness promoted by the perpetual occupation of cemeteries by 

the deceased, headstones from both the past and the present promote the personal and 

psychological need for individuality. James Deetz noted that gravestones and grave markers 
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represent the “relationship between culture and cognition.”
19

 In addition to the importance of 

local history, gravestones provide significant insight into nineteenth-century life not only on a 

community level, but also on a national level.  The connection to national history is an opinion 

also shared by the sagacious historian J.J. Talman, who said, “All history, no matter how local, is 

part of the national record.”
20

 The profoundness of the observation is evident when examining 

the symbolism of grave markers to understand the local, social and cultural history of Thunder 

Bay proper and its surrounding district.  

In the eloquent yet thought-provoking commentary by Rex Murphy, he described how 

sex and the grave were “verbally akin,” where the pun, “to die” signified both the end of life and 

sexual climax.
21

 He states that most of what is memorable in the language of death is from the 

seventeenth century, when poets and intellectuals were ‘word-mad’ to use language as a means 

to “express their fears [of death] in order to quell them.”
22

 The uncertainty of what fate befell the 

deceased was also a concern for European immigrants that came to Canada, and settled in either 

Fort William or Port Arthur, considered by many as pioneer towns. Their cultural interpretations 

of death demonstrated not only how death influenced the settlement of Northwestern Ontario, but 

also how they contributed to the expansion of Canada as a unified nation. Within the larger 

context of history, they explain why death deserves to merit greater attention in studies of 
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Canadian history not only as an important area of study, but also to emphasize the significance of 

death as an important piece of the quintessential Canadian “mosaic.” This overview of death and 

its cultural treatment in the Lakehead region of Northwestern Ontario adds another piece to the 

puzzle. 
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