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ABSTRACT 

The School Cars of Northern Ontario; 

the origin and accomplishments of an 

educational innovation 

This study examines northern Ontario’s railway school 

car system which began in 1926. It is an account of the 

educational service provided until 1967 and an assessment of 

its accomplishments. 

The study concentrates on the early work of Alfred 

Fitzpartrick of the Reading Camp Association and James B. 

MacDougall, public school inspector and principal of North 

Bay Normal School. These two northern Ontario school 

promoters were exponents of the liberal educational and 

social thinking of their day. They believed education would 

help weave the social and economic fabric of the north, 

assimilate the diverse ethnic groups and bring them to an 

understanding of the values and institutions of Canada. 

The network of resident inspectors of ’’New" Ontario led 

by Dr. J.B. MacDougall began to understand the special 

nature of the northern economy and settlement patterns. This 

cadre of so called "District Men" proposed measures to 

deliver schooling to the north. 

The school car idea proposed by the regional inspectors 

and promoted by Dr. MacDougall was adopted by Ontario 



Premier and Minister of Education, Go Howard Ferguson, in 

1923. It became an integral part of the Education 

Department’s broad policy of extending educational 

opportunities in the province. 

The school car played a role in the political 

socialization of the children and adult students in northern 

railway communities. Teachers inculcated a common language 

and common ideals of citizenship and encouraged immigrants 

to become Canadian citizens. 

The school cars transformed immigrants into loyal 

citizens and provided immigrant and Canadian-born children 

in the north with the basic skills and discipline needed to 

succeed in a changing world. 

The schools were accepted and embraced by the 

communities they served. Northerners saw the school as a way 

to ensure their hopes of independence and success for 

themselves and for their children. 

The school cars were an educational success because the 

teachers, especially the early ones, were dedicated to the 

province’s ’’new curriculum.” The progress of children and 

adult learners was rapid because they were committed to the 

values of schooling. The inspectors, teachers, railways and 

townspeople were surprised at the early and continued 

success of the school car experiment. 

Changes in the technology of railway transportation 

reduced the number of railway communities. Competition from 

motor vehicle transportation further reduced the number of 



railway employees and the need for school car service. The 

extension of highways and roads into northern Ontario led to 

such a centralization of population in towns and cities that 

the school cars were no longer required. 
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Introduction 

The heartland of Canada and 70% of Ontario is dominated 

by the Canadian Shield, one of the earth^s most ancient 

wildernesses. Born in the furnace of the universe, the 

Canadian Shield dates back 2 1/2 million years or more. Its 

molten mass solidified and was formed by the relentless 

forces that shaped and hammered the earth*s surface. It has 

been wrenched by the crushing movement of the earth's crust, 

scrapped and gouged by the ice ages and strewn with its own 

rubble. Although weathered by wind, snow and rain and worn 

smooth by abrasion, the shield is the geological foundation 

of the country; it is our historical foundation as well. 

The shield is distinctively Canadian and the life on the 

shield gives Canada its identity. The human activities 

associated with it are symbols of national spirit and 

accomplishments: the voyageur, the miner, the lumberjack, 

the prospector, the railroad builder. These people have 

explored, exploited and lived here, endured the hardships of 

isolation, loneliness and some of the world's worst weather. 

When Jacques Cartier first saw the shield he remarked that 

it was "the land God gave Cain." 1 Poet E.J. Pratt, in 

1 W.L. Morton, The Canadian Identity (University 
of Toronto Press, 1972), p.5. 

1 



"Towards the Last Spike" described the shield as a hybrid 

sleeping reptile conceived by myth: 

So motionless, she seemed stone dead - just seemed: 

She was too old for death: to old for life. 

Historian W.L, Morton believed "The main task of 

Canadian life has been to make something of this formidable 

heritage." Literary scholar, Northrop Frye, has called 

Canada a "Bush Garden". The school rail cars of northern 

Ontario were one attempt to create a garden in the 

wilderness of the northern bush, to bring order and culture 

to the chaos and nature of the land and people. 

The travelling public school teachers in the school on 

wheels that serviced the small railway communities of 

northern Ontario did not have the panache or romantic 

qualities of the explorers, traders or railway builders, but 

what they lacked in physical prowess they made up for in 

moral purpose and professional dedication. Preceded by the 

fur traders of the Hudson’s Bay Company and the Northwest 

Company and then the railway men and the industrialist, the 

school car teacher was part of the third wave in northern 

Ontario, engaged in the delivery of education and cultural 

and social benefits to the population. 

The small communities of northern Ontario were on the 

frontier of civilization on the edge of the dominant 

Anglo-Saxon culture. They possessed what Northrop Frye has 

called a "garrison mentality," surrounded by a physical and 



psychological frontier, separated from one another and from 

the dominant culture of the province. 

The north has always offered an alternative to the life 

lived by the majority in Ontario huddled along the southern 

border of the province. The railway linked northern Ontario 

to the metropolitan centres of the region and the province 

and soon felt their economic and cultural dominance and 

control. The school rail car was one vehicle of this 

control. The school rail cars like the Hudson’s Bay Company 

and the CPR and the CNR are part of the corporate 

development of Canada - organized controlled and sanctioned 

by government. 

This paper will examine the intellectual, economic, 

political and social origins of the school rail cars in 

northern Ontario and account for its demise. It will also 

study the nature of the educational experience provided by 

the school car and evaluate the educational success of this 

remarkable school. 



II 

The North 

"'Foreigners' did not discover Cobalt, Porcupine, 

Kirkland Lake, or the Red Lake Gold fields," wrote the irate 

H.A. Preston in 1926, so why should 'foreigners’ be given 

"preference to our white race?" 1 Mr. Preston was a 

pioneering citizen of the Timmins Gold region and his 

outspoken criticism of the Ontario government’s policy in 

the north is indicative of the frustration and alienation of 

many northern Ontario residents. They complained about the 

lack of highways, the high railway freight rates and the 

rumors of flooding certain northern areas to divert water 

to the United States. 

No issue was discussed more vigorously than the problem 

of 'foreigners’. Since the turn of the century there was a 

feeling that non-British and non-Canadian workers, unable to 

speak English, were being hired by raining companies and 

railroads in preference to British and Canadian-born 

1 Ontario Archives (hereafter OA), G. Howard 
Ferguson Papers, RG3, Box 91, H.A. Preston to Minister 
of Mines McCrea, 2 April 1926. 



'white* workers. 2 What annoyed Preston was not only that 

these immigrants were being given jobs that belonged to 

British subjects* but that many of them had served in World 

War I and returned as veterans to find only unemployment. 3 

Preston’s remarks that British subjects were 

discriminated against were not entirely unfounded. As early 

as 1907 there was a documented case of English immigrants 

being denied employment on the Grand Trunk Railway because 

they were English. 4 Ironically, this occurred just when 

Canada was undergoing economic expansion fuelled by the 

dramatic extension of the railway system and a growing need 

for agricultural and industrial labour. During the early 

years of the century there was an increasing number of 

British immigrants entering Canada and government officials 

believed that the quality of British immigrants was 

improving between 1904 and 1914. 3 However, only 15,6% of 

British immigrants compared with 51.6% of European 

immigrants were unskilled labour. It was the unskilled 

worker who was needed to build the railroads mines and mills 

2 OA, RG3, Box 91, H.A. Preston to Minister of Mines 
McCrea, 23 April 1926. 

3 OA, RG2, Box 91, H.A. Preston to Minister of Mines 
McCrea, 2 April 1926, 

4 Donald Avery, "Canadian Immigration Policy and the 
'Foreign* Navvy, 1896-1914", Canadian Historical 
Association Historical Papers, Montreal, 1972, p,138. 

5 Ibid • » p.133. 



that were creating the economic boom. 

In the nineteenth century the unskilled labouring jobs 

were dominated by British workers but these workers had 

begun to prove difficult to handle. In 1897, a thousand 

Welsh immigrants had settled in Canada as farmers but 

depended upon spring and summer railroad work to make a 

living. These men refused to accept the low wages being 

offered by the Canadian Pacific to work on the Crow’s Nest 

Pass railway. 

Canadian entrepreneurs wanted a solid labour force able 

to ’’rough it”, whose wage demands were reasonable, who did 

not want to be unionized and ’’who would not use the English- 

Canadian press to focus public attention on their 

grievances. 6 There was a belief that British workers were 

physically and psychologically unsuited to the work in 

mines, lumber and railroad camps in harsh frontier 

conditions. 

By 1907 British labour was considered unsuitable and the 

huge Oriental labour supply was closed due to anti-Oriental 

feeling and riots in British Columbia. Canadian 

industrialists turned to Europe for their supply of cheap 

labour. Southern Europeans were sometimes regarded as 

'inferior stock’ with a tendency to criminality and loose 

morals, while Northern and Central Europeans were considered 

6 Ibid., p. 138. 



racially -superior due to their agrarian roots. The 

Immigration Bureau, which controlled immigration, preferred 

the agricultural worker. 

Nevertheless, after the 1901 C.P.R. maintenance-of-way 

workers strike, the railroad, in defiance of the Alien 

Labour Act (1897), began looking elsewhere for its 

employees. They brought in Italian navvies from the United 

States and developed a system to regularly bring Italian 

workers through a Montreal agency. 

The Italians tended to return to the U.S. or Italy when 

the work on the northern Ontario railroads was complete and 

they usually functioned within a 'padrone* system, which in 

the early years, reduced the chances of strikes. 8 Northern 

and central Europeans, particularly Galicians and 

Scandinavians, were ideal railway labourers; they tended to 

be agricultural settlers who were available for railway work 

in the spring and summer and would return to harvest their 

crops in the fall. 

There was considerable criticism from within the 

Canadian government by the Immigration Bureau about the 

flouting of the regulations by Canadian industrial 

entrepreneurs. Pressure was also exerted by public opinion 

that considered the massive immigration flow a threat to the 

peace of the Canadian community. Labour organizations were 

7 Ibid. , p.142. 

8 Ibid., p. 143. 
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vigorously opposed the flooding of the labour market. 

Despite this opposition, the Liberal government of Sir 

Wilfred Laurier and the Conservative government of Sir 

Robert Borden acquiesced to the demands of the Grand Trunk 

and Canadian Northern Railways for cheap labour. 

The mass migration of people to Canada had a profound 

affect upon the development of northern Ontario where 

thousands of immigrants found work in the mining lumber and 

construction camps. These new Canadians became a vital 

factor in the swift industrialization of northern Ontario. 

They formed what H.C. Pentland has termed a capitalistic 

labour market; 

By a capitalistic market is meant one in which the 
actions of workers and employees are governed and 
linked by impersonal considerations of immediate 
pecuniary advantage. In this market the employer is 
confident that workers will be available whenever he 
wants them; so he feels free to hire them on a short 
term basis, and to dismiss them when there is a 
monetary advantage in doing so . . . labour to the 
employer is a variable cost ... From a broader 
viewpoint, the capitalistic labour market 
represents a pooling of labour supplies and labour 
needs of many employers, so that all may benefit by 
economizing on labour reserves. 9 

Canada needed many unskilled workers for the labour 

intensive industries that paid low wages and the labour 

arrangements in Canada, though subject to continual pressure 

9 H. C. Pentland, "Development of Capitalistic Labour 
Market in Canada", Canadian Journal of Economics and 
Political Science (November 1959), p. 450. quoted in Donald 
Avery, ^Dangerous Foreigners*: European immigrant workers 
and Labour Radicalsm in Canada, 1896-1932 (Toronto: 
McClelland and Stewart, 1977), p. 17. 
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and minor adjustments, did just that and suited the nation’s 

industrialists. 

Immigration to this country declined during the post- 

war recession, but revived on a large-scale with the Railway 

Agreement of 1925. It gave control over the number and 

ethnicity of Canadian immigrant recruitment to the Canadian 

Pacific and the Canadian National railways. 10 The 

railroads served the needs of industry for cheap, expendable 

industrial labour and for agricultural wage labour. This 

situation lasted until the Depression of the 1930’s when the 

surplus of unskilled labour in Canada produced increasingly 

loud demands for the closure of this open European 

immigration policy. 

A permanent proletariat was being created. From the 

point of view of the entrepreneur this was a good thing; 

from the point of view of the nationalist there was a social 

and cultural cost. The frontier industries were given a 

’’free hand" in operating their camps which were increasingly 

manned by central and southern Europeans. Between 1907 and 

1914 their numbers increased from 29% to. 48% of the 

immigrant population. 11 Health and sanitary conditions in 

the camps were appalling and they were hazardous places to 

work. The failure of government to solve these problems 

10 Ibid., p. 9. 

11 Donald Avery, "Canadian Immigration Policy and 
the 'Foreign" Navvy, 1896-1914", Canadian Historical 
Association Historical Papers. Montreal, 1977, p,145. 
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drove many alien workers in the direction of radical labour 

politics. 12 

European immigrants were not completely subjugated by 

the Canadian industrial system. The primary defense of the 

immigrant was his ethnicity. 13 Ethnic connections and 

kinship ties sustained alien workers materially and 

psychologically; these bonds were a substitute for a union 

and collective ethnic strength could be transformed in 

protest movements. 14 Their collective strength could 

modify the system and occasionally win better conditions. 

Ukranian and Finnish immigrant communities in northern 

Ontario created social democratic clubs associated with the 

Social Democratic Party of Canada, and the cooperative 

movement. They embraced the union movement actively and 

during the 1920’s, 80% of the members of the Communist party 

were of Finnish or Ukranian ancestry. 

The Communist party provided a haven for foreign workers 

when no other working class organization or political party 

was ready to do so. 15 Hundreds of foreign-born workers 

were deported throughout the 1920*s - 7,000 were deported 

in 1932 alone. 

12 Ibid., p . 147 . 

13 Donald Avery, ^Dangerous Foreigners* (Toronto: 
McClelland and Stewart, 1977), p.l2. 

14 Ibid.. p.l3. 

15 Thomas Berger, Fragile Freedoms: Human Rights and 
Dissent in Canada (Toronto: Clarke Irwin, 1981), p.l35. 
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Northern Ontario was a harsh land of frontier labour 

camps with a large disparate, population of aliens with 

political, social and economic ideas and values that clashed 

with those of the majority of the people in Ontario. It was 

a land of great promise and a land that was feared by many 

Ontario politicians and industrialists as the potential 

grounds for social upheaval and insurrection. 



Ill 

Two Educators on the Shield 

Literary critic and scholar, Northrop Frye, noted that a 

prominent Canadian belief is ”The myth of the hero brought 

up in the forest retreat awaiting the moment when his giant 

strength will be fully grown and he can emerge into the 

world."l During the first part of the twentieth century it 

was uncertain whether the northern forest would produce a 

stalwart Canadian hero with democratic values or a Caliban— 

half monster, half man that would not be accepted by 

Ontario• 

Political leaders had been wrestling with the problem of 

assimilating the increasing number of French-speaking 

settlers in Northern Ontario. This situation was being 

becoming more serious with the influx of thousands of non- 

British European immigrant labourers. 

Alfred Fitzpatrick and James Brown MacDougall were the 

two most noteworthy promoters of schooling in the Ontario 

north. The former was connected with adult education and 

worked independently of governments while the latter worked 

with children in many official roles with the Ontario 

1 Northrop Frye, The Bush Garden: essays on the 
Canadian imagination (Toronto: Anansi, 1971), p. 221. 

11 
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Department of Education. Both devoted their lives to the 

region that they loved and the people they wanted to serve. 

Each had his vision of the North and struggled to establish 

an educational system of schooling on the Canadian Shield, 

Alfred Fitzpatrick made the schooling of the camp 

labourers his personal crusade. Fitzpatrick was a tall, lean 

ascetic man with intense blue eyes behind rimless glasses. 

He seemed an unlikely figure for work on the Ontario 

frontier but his eccentricity and nervous manner belied his 

enormous energy, commitment and enthusiasm for his cause, 

Alfred Fitzpatrick did more than any other single person to 

bring his vision of enlightenment to the North. 

He believed that the greatest social problem in Canada 

was how to assimilate the European immigrants who spoke 

alien tongues, 2 In 1915 there were forty-one non-English, 

non-French, magazines and newspapers published in Canada 

with a combined circulation of 800,000. 3 Alfred 

Fitzpatrick was alarmed at what he feared would become a 

Balkans north of the Great Lakes: a geographical, ethnic and 

occupational patchwork of peoples, 4 He demanded "a common 

union of all races in the building up of Canada." 

The solution he devised was to have university 

2 Alfred Fitzpatrick, The University in Overalls: a 
plea for part-time study (Toronto, 1923), p. 125. 

3 Ibid. , p. 132. 

4 Ibid., p. 130. 
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instructors work with the immigrant at "the point pf 

contact” with "our civilization". Fitzpatrick proposed a 

frontier industrial schooling in citizenship which included 

a knowledge of civics and the complex of Canadian social 

rights and responsibilities. 5 Immigrants would be taught 

English, something of the geography of Canada and its 

history and traditions in order to understand what it is to 

be a citizen of a responsible and self-governing nation. 

Fitzpatrick was not naive; he understood the realities 

of the Northern economy and was conscious of the 

exploitation of the region and its people. He pointed out 

that a quarter of a million men in the North produced one 

third of Ontario*s wealth and got very little in return. 6 

In fact, when educational expenditures were examined in 

1905, Northern Ontario received $5,030 while the 300,000 

people in Toronto got $403,000 for educational purposes. To 

Fitzpatrick this was robbery in terms of money but more 

importantly it was robbery of the character of these men. 

Fitzpatrick wanted to prevent radicalism in the North, 

by bringing literacy and an understanding of Canadaian 

•democracy to the workers. "The best means of guiding and 

controlling social unrest," he wrote, "is the right .type of 

5 Ibid., pp. 129-130. 

6 Alfred Fitzpatrick, The Frontier labourer with 
Sixth Annual Report of the Reading Camp Association 1905- 
1906 (New Liskeard) , p. 6. 
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instructor.” , Radical ideas, in the construction camps, 

according to Fitzpatrick were the product of "loose talk 

from agitators on economic subjects [that] has gone 

unchecked among masses of workers. Leaders with ability 

among both English-speaking and foreign workers, 

unchallenged, have exaggerated and perverted facts basic in 

economic truth. The result has been that men in the camps 

have come to expect their viewpoint, lurid and grotesque as 

it sometimes is." 8 About 1905 a University of Toronto 

student, Angus Grey, volunteered to work with Alfred 

Fitzpatrick as an instructor in one of the reading tents. 9 

Grey found it so boring in the camp during the day that he 

removed his suit, donned overalls and joined the men at 

their work. This established the principle of Frontier 

College: instructors would teach the men in the evening and 

work beside them during the day. 

This unique response to schooling met some of the needs 

of the northern environment and the workers. It also made 

the instructors more effective, particularly in their work 

in civics and Canadianization. Ethics, values and ideals 

such as free speech and democracy were best conveyed by a 

7 Alfred Fitzpatrick, The University in Overalls 
(Toronto, 1923), p. 139. 

8 Ibid ., p.138 , 

9 George L. Cook, "Alfred Fitzpatrick: the 
foundation of Frontier College"(mimeograph typescript) in 
OA, MU, 4407, Series A, Dr. Roby Kidd Papers, Correspondence 
1961-1981 . 
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sympathetic and intelligent instructor who embodied these 

abstract concepts and could serve as a role model* He would 

also have gained the respect of the men because he had 

laboured with them for the same wage under the same 

conditions. Lectures and the distribution of literature by 

an outsider was no replacement for a teacher exhibiting 

scholarship, sympathy and altruism. Without the teacher- 

labourer, Fitzpatrick argued, the foreign worker learns of 

life and ideals in Canada from a tyrannical, petty or racist 

straw boss. 10 

Alfred Fitzpatrick was born in 1862 of a modest 

Presbyterian family in Pictou County, Nova Scotia. 11 The 

Anglo-Saxon Protestant, patriotic environment of his family 

and community taught him "the value of hard work and the 

regenerative effects of hard work." To become a missionary 

was Fitzpatrick’s goal. He went to the centre of Canadian 

Presbyterianism, Queen’s University, to complete his formal 

education. The Principal of Queen’s, George Munro Grant, was 

also from Pictou County and he became Alfred’s teacher, 

confidant, friend and supporter. 12 

During the years of Fitzpatrick’s study at Queen’s the 

10 Alfred Fitzpatrick, The University in Overalls 
(Toronto, 1923), p. 133. 

11 George L. Cook. "Alfred Fitzpartick" OA, MU, 
4407, Series A. 

12 Alfred Fitzpatrick, The University in Overalls 
(Toronto, 1923), p. 100. 
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intellectual world of Canada was in turmoil. One of the 

central figures in this debate that changed the perspective 

of religious and social leaders was George M. Grant. When he 

arrived from Nova Scotia, he was already a "modernist" under 

the influence of theological liberalism.13 Grant and 

Professor John Watson of Queen^s were among those whom 

historian, Ramsay Cook, in his study of Canadian social 

criticism. The Regenerators, says encouraged, 

an emergence of modernist theology which insisted that 
Christianity was not separate from modern culture but 
rather should be adapted to it. That theology was 
founded upon a denial of God’s transcendence and on 
insistence upon his immanence in the world. It 
followed that a society in which God was immanent was 
one that could eventually became the Kingdom of God 
on Earth." 14 

By the end of the nineteenth century the traditional 

Christian "emphasis on man’s relationship with God 

shifted to a focus on man’s relationship with man. 

The career of Alfred Fitzpatrick clearly illustrates 

this change in perspective. After graduating, Fitzpatrick, 

as an ordained Presbyterian Minister, began missionary work 

among the loggers in California and the Algoma District of 

Northern Ontario. In 1899, after seven years of religious 

mission work he concluded that ministering to men’s 

spiritual needs without first attending to their social 

13 Ramsay Cook, The Regenerators (University of 
Toronto, 1985), p. 18. 

14 Ibid . , p * 4. 
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needs was futile. 15 He left the church for his life*s work 

in the labour camps. Fitzpatrick was acting in accordance 

with the thinking of his day. He sought to make Christianity 

relevant: the science of religion, theology, would be 

transformed by the science of man, sociology. 

In 1901, Alfred Fitzpatrick *s reforming zeal led to his 

creating the Reading Camp Association, a series of 

educational and recreational reading rooms in any available 

facility - tent, shack, or railway car for interested 

campraen on the frontier. It was the forerunner of Frontier 

College. 

Christian social reform is the best way to describe the 

work of the Reading Camp Association: it was a secular 

organization but it had a strong religious and moral 

element. Fitzpatrick was concerned with improving the 

'character’ of men and this could only begin with their 

perceived need for self-improvement. Reform had to begin 

from within: however, personal regeneration could lead to 

social regeneration. Fitzpatrick was a conservative social 

reformer; the individual not the society was the focus of 

his efforts. More radical 'social gospel’ reformers like 

A.E. Smith and J.S. Woodsworth concentrated on changing the 

social environment and placed less emphasis on individual 

regeneration. The individual, not the society, was the 

15 George L. Cook, ’’Alfred Fitzpatrick". OA, MU, 
Series A. 
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object of salvation for Frontier College, 

It has been suggested that what drove Alfred Fitzpatrick 

was a sense of guilt that he had all of the advantages of 

schooling while his retarded brother, Tom, a camp labourer, 

had so few. 16 Nevertheless, it was a passionate and a 

deeply held belief and philosophy that sustained him. 

Education, according to Fitzpatrick, was the means to 

personal salvation and eventually social reconstruction. 

To Fitzpatrick, labour was essential to life and the 

true purpose of life was to make men or build character not 

to make money. 17 The true role of labour was to develop 

the whole man - body, spirit and mind. In this sense labour 

was an extension of God’s work for men grew towards 

perfection only as their physical, intellectual and 

spiritual faculties grew to the fullness of their 'God-given 

potentialities’. Fitzpatrick saw labour dignifying the human 

condition and it had to be regarded as in the mutual 

interest of workers, employers and the whole society. 

Through schooling, modern industrial society could restore 

the balance and harmony between the physical, intellectual 

16 Alfred Fitzpatrick. The University in Overalls 
(Toronto, 1923), dedication. and George L. Cook, ’’Alfred 
Fitzpatrick” p. 4. 

17 George L, Cook, ’’Alfred Fitzpatrick”, p. 6. OA, 
MU 4407, Series A. 
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and spiritual. 18 Industrial schooling was needed to 

develop the whole man and for the campman "salvation is 

largely a matter of education.” 19 No class analysis was 

necessary, in Fitzpartrick*s view, and the violent toppling 

of an oppressor was not the answer because oppression was 

the result of ignorance which was the denial of each man*s 

'God-given potentialities'. 20 

The other force promoting schooling in Northern Ontario 

was James B. MacDougall, a contemporary of Alfred 

Fitzpatrick, who had a remarkably similar background. Born 

in Tillcoultry, Scotland, MacDougall came to Ontario as a 

child and was educated in a Lanark County rural school. 21 

Model School training in Perth launched him on a 

distinguished career in education that took him through 

Normal School in Ottawa. 

His outstanding academic record won him the Prince of 

Wales scholarship to Queen's University. Like Alfred 

Fitzpatrick, James MacDougall was a Presbyterian. During his 

university years in the 1890's, liberal theology strongly 

influenced the Presbyterian Church and especially those at 

18 Alfred Fitzpatrick, The University in Overalls 
(Toronto, 1923), p.36. 

19 George L. Cook, "Alfred Fitzpatrick", p. 18. OA, 
MU, 4407, Series A. 

20 Ibid.. p. 17. 

21 The Canadian Who's Who, IV, 1948. 
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Queen’s University. 22 Men like George Grant, John Watson 

and later Adam Shortt were developing a conception of 

Christianity that focused on the ethical and practical over 

the theological. J.B. MacDougall was affected by these new 

ideas that had such relevance to an experienced rural school 

teacher. 

James MacDougall wore a dark three-piece suit and a 

large pocket watch; he was the very picture of efficiency. 

He was a slender man with dark eyes and a large moustache 

which gave him a military countenance. With his dark hair 

brushed briskly back behind his ears he gave the impression 

of a man in a hurry - a man conscious of time. 

After graduating from Queen’s in 1896, MacDougall was 

drawn to Northern Ontario where public schooling would be 

the focus of his attention and consume his energies until 

his retirement in 1942. The task ahead of him was enormous 

and he felt it was an urgent one. 

MacDougall had a romantic view of the North. The ageless 

land, towering pines and trackless wilderness awed him and 

the mammoth task of the labourers he considered heroic; men 

"Whose keen blades carve fortune from forests primeval." 23 

While the North was synonymous with gold, mines, lumbering 

and fortunes to be made, MacDougall wrote, "What a country 

22 Ramsay Cook, The Regenerators (University of 
Toronto Press, 1985), p.l84, 

23 J.B. MacDougall, Building the North (Toronto, 
1919), p. 5. 
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will become depends upon more than material forces...The 

true strength of a nation lies in the character of her 

citizens." 24 

In his poem "Builders of the North*, MacDougall saw the 

people of Northern Ontario with wonder and optimism; 

Who from flickering camp-fires, look to flaming auroras, 
Mystic lure of the lone trail, gleam of promise to man. 

Bow ye not, sons of battle [with nature] to man-made 
traditions 
Of greatness by plunder, that sap by their sway. 
But yield ye alone, to these God-fashioned visions 
That crown you by night, and that gird you by day. 

And build ye a race, toil-bred sons of the Northland, 
As your stately pines straight, as your granite hills 
strong, 
Thew-knlt, supple sinewed, soul and body puissant. 
Britain*s vanguard in right, and her bulwark * gainst 
wrong. 

MacDougall believed that the body and soul of the people and 

the society of the North will be transformed through their 

labour. It will be a "God-fashioned vision" and the people 

will take on the strength of the land and reveal it in their 

morality and patriotism. Here again is the myth of the 

forest nurtured hero gathering strength to take his place in 

the world. 

As a liberal, progressive educator, J.B. MacDougall 

believed in the moral, ethical and patriotic purposes of 

education and their regenerative effects. Ontario’s leading 

progressive educator, James L. Hughes, also expressed this 

view of individual and social betterment earlier in the 

24 Ibid., p.24. 
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Methodist Magazine and Review; 

Christian principles are for everyday use; they are in 
fact the fundamental principles of all social 
evolution. The new theology and new education are in 
perfect harmony in teaching that the greatest work a 
man has to do is not the mere saving of his own 
soul, but the full development of his soul or selfhood 
in order that he may do his best work for God in 
accomplishing the highest destiny of mankind as a 
unity. The ideal is making Christianity a vital force in 
the social and industrial organization of humanity and 
an essential element of progressive civilization. 25 

In 1919, MacDougall^s published doctoral thesis. 

Building the North, warned about the many native born 

children of non-English-speaking parents who are beyond the 

educational system and who are "out of sympathy with British 

ideals." 26 the state owed its people a proper education 

and could "neglect this duty only to their hurt and its 

peril." 27 In the same year Alfred Fitzpatrick declared 

that the camps were ripe for the "blossoming of 

'Bolshevism*." 28 

Both Fitzpatrick and MacDougall saw Northern Ontario as 

a land of great human potential but that the largely 

invisible problem of foreign illiterates, slave to custom. 

25 J.L. Hughes, "An experiment in Altruism", 
Methodist Magazine and Review. 19 January, 1899, p. 23. 
cited in Ramsay Cook, The Regenerators (University of 
Toronto Press, 1985), p. 195. also see J.B. MacDougall, 
Building the North (Toronto, 1919), p.l30. 

26 Ibid., p. 133. 

27 Ibid., p. 135 

28 George L.Cook, 
4407, Series A. 

"Alfred Fitzpatrick”, OA, MU, 



ignorance and apathy posed a menace to the society. The 

problem was invisible because foreigners were not 

naturalized citizens; they were distributed in small pockets 

throughout a vast territory unaccessible to most Ontarians. 

Schooling was thought to be the solution. For MacDougall 

schooling was ”the melting pot of the races” 29 and 

education was salvation. Education, although primarily a 

morally, spiritually and intellectually regenerative force 

for the individual could produce social renewal. To achieve 

these goals, both educators called for the democratization 

of schooling by greatly expanding the educational 

opportunities in Northern Ontario. 30 Education must be 

obtainable in the farm, in the bush, on the railway and in 

the mine,” wrote Alfred Fitzpatrick, ”We must educate the 

whole family wherever their work is... to the full stature 

of their God-given potentialities.” 31 

29 J.B. MacDougall, Building the North (Toronto, 
1919), p. 133. 

30 Ibid., p . 130. 

31 Alfred Fitzpatrick, The University in Overalls 
(Toronto, 1973), p.93. 
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The District Men 

Northern Ontario was appropriately renamed "New 

Ontario", a title that captured the optimistic feeling 

Ontarians had for their frontier. New Ontario stretched 

across the Canadian Shield north from the French, Nipissing 

and Mattawa river line from the upper parts on the Ottawa 

River west to the Manitoba border. 1 Stephen Leacock felt 

the optimism inspired by the north and the hope for riches 

to be discovered there: 

Here was this great silver country spread out north of 
us, where people thought there was only wilderness. And 
right at our very doors! You could see as I saw, the 
night express going north every evening for all one 
knew. Rockefeller or Carnegie or anyone might be on 
it! Here was the wealth of Calcutta ... poured out at 
our feet. 2 

The Ontario Education Association exploited the 

curiosity about northern Ontario to attract teachers to its 

annual summer trip to the north. Around 1920 a number of 

these excursions brought teachers from 'Old* Ontario 

together with teachers from New Ontario for a week. 3 The 

purpose of the trip was threefold: to allow northern 

1 J.B. MacDougall. Building the Canadian North 
(Toronto, 1919), p.l9. 

2 Stephen Leacock, Sunshine Sketches of a Little 
Town (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1960), p. 26. 

3 OA, Records of the Department of Education, RG2, 
F-3-E, Box 16, Charles G, Fraser to L.A. Green, April 1921. 

23 
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teachers a forum to express their views; to recognize 

teachers as people of influence in their communities; and to 

build friendships for professional advantages and encourage 

closer cooperation in common educational interests. 

Beyond this the northern excursion had "patriotic value" 

and created awareness of northern educational issues and the 

organizers did not ignore the political nature of the 

solution to these problems. The 1921 trip included Premier 

and Mrs, E.C, Drury and two cabinet ministers, the 

Provincial Treasurer Mr, Smith and the Minister of Education 

R,H, Grant and his wife as well as a number of journalists,4 

The Ontario Education Association was determined to have 

thorough coverage of the tour in the newspapers; if the 

journalists did not provide it the teachers on the trip 

would. Each participant was expected to report on the tour 

to their local association and to send a copy to the local 

newspaper. In order to exert pressure for change they were 

also to inform their local member of provincial parliament 

about the educational issues discussed. 5 

The OEA northern trip was a railway excursion; roads in 

the region were rudimentary or non existent. The train left 

Toronto and headed north toward Sudbury through the little 

towns where teachers would join the group. In Sunshine 

Sketches of a Little Town, Stephen Leacock caught the 

4 Ibid.. 15 July 1921. 

5 Ibid., 3 September 1921. 
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atmosphere of the journey: 

Don*t tell me that the speed is only twenty-five miles 
an hour. I don’t care what it is. I tell you, and you 
can prove it for yourself if you will, that train of 
mingled flat cars and coaches that goes tearing into 
the night, its engine whistle shrieking out its warning 
into the silent woods and echoing over the dull still 
lake is the fastest train in the whole world... 

And the most genial, and sociable too. See how the 
passengers all turn and talk to one another now as they 
get nearer the little town. That dull reserve a that 
seemed to hold the passengers all turn and talk to 
one another and now as they get nearer and nearer 
the little town, that dull reserve that seemed to 
hold the passengers in the electric suburban has 
clean vanished and gone. They are talking - listen - of 
the harvest, and the late election and of how the 
local member is mentioned for the cabinet and all the 
old familiar topics of that sort. Already the conductor 
has changed his glazed hat for an ordinary round 
Christie and you can hear the passengers calling him 
and the brakeman "Bill" and "Sam" as if they were all 
one family. 6 

The teachers made a large loop through northern Ontario 

during the week. The northern public school inspectors help 

organize the activities of the conference members, often 

arranged their accommodation and tours of the local regions 

and their industries. From Sudbury the train proceeded to 

Sault Ste. Marie up to Cochrane, Iroquios Falls, Timmins, 

Cobalt district, through the clay belt to North Bay and back 

to Toronto. 

These excursions 

in the north 

brought them 

the solution 

help 

in the minds 

into public 

to the pro 

ed define the educational problems 

of teachers and politicians and 

awareness. All became aware that 

blems of northern schooling was 

6 Stephen Leacock, Sunshine Sketches of a Little 
Town (Toronto; McClelland and Stewart, 1960), p.l52. 
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largely political. 

Some progress had already been made. James Whitney’s 

Conservative government (1905-1918), as part of its program 

to stimulate economic and social development of northern 

Ontario established a normal school in North Bay in 1906. 7 

With its low enrolment and location in New Ontario, North 

Bay Normal School was not economically viable for many 

years. Nevertheless, under the principalship of James B, 

MacDougall (1911) it trained and upgraded the certificates 

of increasing numbers of teachers who were employed in 

Ontario’s north. By the early 1920’s there was a dramatic 

increase in the first and second class certificates and a 

decline in third class permit-holders. 8 

J.B. MacDougall was instrumental in establishing the 

Northern Academy in Montieth which was a government boarding 

school serving high school level students. Yet despite these 

accomplishments, for many northern children education was 

inadequate. 

Educational change in New Ontario was initiated by the 

regional public school inspectors known as the ’’District 

Men", Within the education hierarchy the school inspector 

was "the man in the middle"; he was at the top of the local 

school administration and was empowered to visit local 

7 Robert M. Stamp, The Schools Ontario (Toronto: 
McClelland and Stewart, 1977), p.77. 

8 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 23, J.B. MacDougall, Report on 
Education in Northern Ontario, 1922, 24 January 1923. 
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schools, investigate activities of teachers, principals and 

trustees. 9 He was the low man in the central educational 

administration; he was accountable to the Chief Inspector, 

Deputy Minister, superintendent and Minister of Education. 

The inspectors functioned as an important political link 

between the schools in the region and the Department of 

Education and other departments of the government. Their 

reports, statistics and information on the living conditions 

of the people in the region were used to help frame policy 

at the provincial government level. 10 

In 1904 two new District Men were appointed. James B. 

MacDougall was the inspector for the District of Nipissing 

and his area included five districts then part of Algoma and 

the unsurveyed territory along the Canadian Pacific rail 

line, Leslie A. Green became the inspector of the Algoma 

District. These appointments were made just when the CPR was 

being completed, the Lakehead was developing as a 

transhipment centre, Sault Ste, Marie was becoming a steel 

manufacturer and an industrial centre and Sudbury was an 

expanding mining centre. Construction of the Algoma Central 

Railway and the Temiskaming and Northern Ontario Railway was 

9 John R. Abbot, "Educational Policy Formation and 
Implementation on the Primary Resource Frontier; The Case of 
the District of Algoma, 1903 - 1922", (unpublished PhD 
thesis. University of Toronto, 1983), p, 6. 

10 P. Corrigan and B. Curtis, "Education, Inspection 
and State Formation; a preliminary statement", Canadian 
Historical Association Historical Papers, Montreal, 1985, p.l66. 
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beginning. 11 MacDougall and Green vere- th’e first resident 

inspectors in the north and they were appointed at the 

insistence of northern members of the provincial legislature 

who now had political power because of the buoyant economy 

and the general belief that the north had a great future. 

J.B, MacDougall had lived and worked in North Bay: L.A. 

Green lived and worked in Sault Ste. Marie. Both men had 

been high school principals and prominent citizens in their 

respective communities. Both were well-educated, articulate, 

energetic, thoroughly modern progressive educators. Green 

and MacDougall became friends, correspondents and 

confidants. Leslie Green’s two daughters attended North Bay 

Normal School and were taken under the Macdougall’s wing. 12 

Their personal and professional friendship and unity of 

views on educational matters set a pattern that northern 

inspectors would follow for at least a decade. 

MacDougall became an eloquent spokesman for the north 

and proved to be and ambitious man with a shrewd political 

instinct. These qualities and sound accomplishments as a 

teacher, principal and inspector won him the post of 

supervisor of the northern inspectors in 1919. With the 

growth of the northern districts, James MacDougall’s 

responsibilities expanded and as Assistant Chief Inspector 

11 Ibid. , p.3 . 

12 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box. 16, L.A. Green to The Deputy 
Minister of Education, 24 May 1918. 
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working out of North Bay and then Toronto, he was 

responsible for the administration and coordination of 

northern schools and dealing with the complex of regional 

problems. 

The mandate of the District Men was to facilitate the 

establishment and extension of educational opportunities in 

New Ontario, a task made exceedingly difficult because 

schools in the north had to fit into and social and economic 

framework set by 'Old* Ontario. John R. Abbot has pointed 

out that Old Ontario was settled between 1780 and 1850 **by 

people whose prosperity depended directly or indirectly upon 

the cultivation of the soil. 'New*0ntario was the product of 

a second wave of settlement attracted to the primary 

resource frontier after 1845.” 13 Here agriculture was 

regarded as quite a marginal commercial activity and the 

social importance of New Ontario also tended to be seen as 

marginal. The model for the delivery of education in Ontario 

was based on the relatively stable and permanent population 

of southern and south-western Ontario. The number of people 

needed to demand a change in the delivery of education 'was 

established by experience in 0ntario*s rural and small urban 

tradition.* 14 

In the wilderness of the shield, agriculture was 

insignificant, but gathering was important and often 

13 Ibid. , p.23. 

14 Ibid.. p.21. 



30 

critical* (Mining, fishing and logging are all reso 

based gathering activities.) Traditional gath 

'coalesced* in small nomadic groups whose movements 

determined by the cycles of the seasons and the availab 

of resources. Modern gatherers like traditional gath 

worked where the proper trees grew, worked in 

appropriate season, at the dictates of the market eco 

Miners functioned in a similar way although to a 1 

degree. These modern transient groups tended to settle 

natural or man-made transportation routes made it possi 

The provincial administrators living and worki 

Toronto did not understand the economic and s 

distinction between New Ontario and Old Ontario nor for 

matter did many northerners. It is not surprising then 

settlers along a railway, employees at a portable saw 

or inhabitants of a small fishing village were no 

committed to education and the idea of the school se 

than the farmer in Wentworth county; yet, a school was 

just out of the reach of the settlements in New Ontario 

The decision to establish a school had to be a 

one; it was not a Department of Education responsibi 

The Public School Act of 1909 stated: **A school se 

shall not be formed or altered except on 
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affected.” 15 This legislation seemed to be fair and 

democratic and demanded citizen participation in education. 

By 1909, many settlements along the Algoma Central 

Railway had several families but not enough to warrant the 

creation of a school section. Mr. J. Higgins of Wilde was no 

doubt disappointed when his request for a school in his 

community was rejected because it lacked sufficient 

population to warrant one. Nevertheless, he accepted the 

decision as did inspector Leslie Green and neither 

questioned the wisdom of the Department of Education's 

ruling. All parties assumed that northern settlements 

would eventually increase in size and trigger the delivery 

of educational facilities according to the framework 

established by Old Ontario’s experience. 

Even where numbers did justify school construction 

problems arose. The railways were often less than 

cooperative. In the Algoma Central Railway community of 

Searchmount the railway refused to build a school. 16 Local 

school officials were dependent on the railway for their 

jobs but they had been elected to provide for the education 

of their children and other children in Searchmount. They 

turned to Inspector Green to act as a mediator and a higher 

15 Edward VI, Chapter 89 (13 April 1909), 32 (3) 
quoted in John R. Abbot, "Educational Policy Formation ” 
(unpublished Ph.D. thesis. University of Toronto., 1983), 
p.25-26. 

16 OA, RG2, F-3-E. Box 23, J.B. Cunningham M.P.P. to 
L.A. Green, 22 February 1922. 
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authority. He discovered that the tight-fisted railway was 

legally as well as morally wrong in refusing to provide a 

school; the railway was obligated to construct a public hall 

as well as a school in a community of over 500 people. 

Through the offices of Assistant Chief Inspector, J.B. 

MacDougall, the District Men had created a strong network of 

support and information sharing. Like Searchmount, the 

communities of Franz and Goudreau in Inspector Hamilton's 

area experienced the same problem with the railway. 17 

James MacDougall coordinated the cooperative efforts of the 

inspectors on this issue to get the best results from the 

Algoma Central Railway in the agreements to build schools in 

their communities. 

As late as 1926 the railway was still posing financial 

problems for local school authorities. At Plummer the 

railway was three years behind in paying its taxes. The 

secretary of the public school board wrote to Leslie A, 

Greenes successor. Inspector D. T, Walkom, in complete 

frustration; the board had a school to operate but lacked 

the funds to do it. 18 The intransigence of the railway 

left the inspector no alternative but to advise the school 

board to report the case to the sheriff as the Public School 

17 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 23 , J.B. MacDougall to L.A. 
Green, 15 March 1922, 

18 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 25, George Bryans to D.T. 
Walkom, 30 January 1926. 
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Act allowed. 19 D.T. Walkom and the Department of Education 

worked on the case for months in futility. In order to get 

the back taxes the case had to be heard in division court. 

One of the great weaknesses of maintaining and promoting 

education on the frontier was that the inspectors lacked any 

real power. The prestige of the inspector and his political 

and diplomatic skill along with his moral authority allowed 

him to solve most disputes but when challenged by a large 

corporation the inspector had no legal authority to act on 

behalf of the local school board. Inspector Walkom wrote: 

"There is no other action that trustees in unorganized 

territory can take,” except court action. 20 

Whenever there was a problem in a community between the 

employer and employees over education it divided the 

community and could lead to company threats and employee 

fears about their jobs. In the township of Prince, a company 

town had employed enough married men with families and 

children to require the establishment of a school. 21 The 

company, formed "largely of foreign capital," was unwilling 

to be assessed for school tax purposes and the workers 

feared dismissal if they pressured the company. The company 

would replaced agitators with single men who would have no 

19 Ibid.. D.T. 

20 Ibid.. D.T. 

21 Ibid.. D.T. 

Walkom to 

Walkom to 

Walkom To 

George Bryans, 3 February 1925, 

D. Nicholl, 28 November 1922. 

J.B. MacDougall, 13 October 
1923. 
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interest in having a school section established. 

In this case the company won. The threat of firings 

forced the employees to finance their school with a levy on 

all employees. In his letter to Assistant Chief Inspector, 

J. B. Mac Dougall, D.T. Walkom called the arrangement 

unsatisfactory and advised him that a better method of 

financing the school had to be found, MacDougall called for 

a radical change in the method of funding isolated schools 

but he recognized that the government would be cautious in 

making any changes. The current arrangement was clearly a 

threat to the extension of educational opportunities in the 

north which was the goal of the District Men. 

Under the leadership of Dr. MacDougall, the inspectors 

in the northern districts gradually became proactive in 

establishing schools where they were needed, ”I know you 

will recognize that the child is the dominant factor and his 

interest is paramount,” wrote J.B. MacDougall to inspector 

Walkom, "To search out the child who is uncared for and 

unprovided with an opportunity for education and to supply 

himself for life should be our first aim. To help provide 

the favorable conditions of education for all." 22 In 

1923, Mr. Walkom identified a settlement that was in dire 

need of a school. It was a small community located on a 

peninsula on the eastern end of Lake Superior, about 15 

22 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 23, J.B. 
Walkom, 24 February 1925. 

MacDougall to D.T. 
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miles from Sault Ste. Marie in the township of Prince, 

On a chilly Tuesday Sault Ste. Marie morning, 6 

November 1923, MacDougall and Walkom got into Walkom*s 

Chevrolet Baby Grand automobile that he had fitted with 

heavy duty inner tubes and oversized cord tires to withstand 

the roads of the region. 23 The purpose of the trip was to 

conduct a joint survey of Gros Cap to find a "practical 

method of establishing school facilities." 24 At Gros Cap 

they found a poor isolated community of hunters, trappers 

and fisherman. The families, most of whom were of mixed 

Native and European origin, had sixteen school age children 

between them but parental illiteracy and indifference to the 

values of schooling made them incapable of carrying out the 

business of a school section in the "efficient manner" 

necessary to establish a school. 

D.T.Walkom*s first attempts to organize a school section 

failed for reasons all to familiar to the District Men: 

students lacked proper clothing, the road conditions were 

too bad, responsible drivers were not available and 

alternative schools were too far away. Another approach he 

tried was to organize the schools in the township of Prince 

under a Township Board of Education. This would allow able 

23 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 25, J. W. Billes (Toronto 
Canadian Tire Manager) to D.T. Walkom, 12 March 1923. 

24 Ibid., J.B. MacDougall, Report for the Deputy 
Minister of Education in J.B. MacDougall to D.T. Walkom, 9 
November 1923. 
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trustees to administer schooling for all of the children in 

the township and ensure proper financing for poorer sections 

of the township such as Gros Cap. Approval for such a 

reorganization had to come from the Council of Prince and 

after seven months of delay the "People were unwilling to 

give it the necessary support.” 25 Frustrated by this 

impasse, Dr. MacDougall felt that the delays were 

sacrificing the children and Mr. Walkom agreed stating : "It 

is a serious thing to allow these children to grow up in 

ignorance in the midst of a civilized community." 26 

Walkom and the Assistant Chief Inspector corresponded 

regularly on the Gros Cap case: Walkom sent telegrams as 

far afield as Fort Frances to inform MacDougall of 

developments in the case. 

In June 1924 inspector Walkom made his most creative 

attempt to secure a school for Gros Cap. He appealed to the 

Department of Indian Affairs to take responsibility for the 

education of the children at Gros Cap. 27 The inspector 

explained the situation and argued that the Department of 

Indian Affairs had set a precedent for such an action at 

Batchewana Bay, just north of Gros Cap on Lake Superior, 

when it provided a school for Metis children there. The 

25 Ibid., D.T. Walkon to A.D, McNabb, 11 June 1924 

26 Ibid., J.B. MacDougall to D.T. Walkom 10 November 

27 Ibid., D.T. Walkom to A.D. McNabb, 10 November 1923. 

1923 
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Acting Assistant Deputy Minister of Indian Affairs, A, F 

Mackenzie, vigorously denied that the Batchewana case was a 

precedent for Gros Cap, He pointed out that there were far 

fewer children at Gros Cap in a smaller geographical area 

and that none of them belonged to an Indian Band, 28 

Despite these protestations, Walkom and MacDougall worked 

together effectively at the local level with the area Indian 

Agent and the Prince Township trustees toward a solution. 

On 15 October 1924, a year after the problem had been 

identified, J,B, MacDougall informed the Deputy Minister of 

Education that school accommodation would be available at 

Gros Cap, 29 The inspectors convinced three members of the 

Prince Township Council to act as trustees for Gros Cap, 

Walkom located a suitable house on a nearby Indian reserve 

and the local Indian Agent agreed to have Indian Affairs 

assist in purchasing the school. In order to make this 

unique scheme of establishing a school work, MacDougall 

convinced the Department of Education to acknowledge the new 

trustees and approve a grant of $200 to $400 to allow Mr, 

Walkom to transform the house into a school. 

The Gros Cap case illustrates the active role of the 

district inspectors. They were expected to identify areas 

28 Ibid,, A,F. Mackenzie to D.T. Walkom, 9 September 
1924. 

d,, J.B. MacDougall, Memorandum for The Deputy 
Minister of Education Re. School Accommodation at Gros Cap, 
15 October 1924, 
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where the educational needs of children were not being met 

and to satisfy them. Each case presented a different mix of 

political, legal and social problems and it was up to the 

inspector to use his moral suasion, experience and 

creativity to provide schooling. 

In 1922 Dr. MacDougall stated that the main task in the 

north has been to promote facilities. The job of the 

inspector was to be "creative and constructive, not merely 

directive and supervisory." 30 After the lengthy illness 

and death of Leslie Green in 1922, he was succeeded by D.T. 

Walkora who was an energetic and effective teacher with 

proven ability as a cooperative district inspector in the 

Cochrane region. Walkom possessed the qualities MacDougall 

looked for in an inspector - decisiveness, initiative and 

action. 31 These qualities were very important in an 

inspector for they forming the educational system and they 

believed that they were indirectly forming the social and 

economic fabric of the north . According to MacDougall the 

inspector's "work is the base of the whole social fabric." 

Each inspector was conscious of the historic significance of 

the work and that it was a team effort Dr. MacDougall 

would not let them forget it. "Here [in the north] history 

30 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 23, J.B. Macdougall, Report 
on Education in Northern Ontario, 1922, 24 January, 1923 
also J.B. MacDougall to Dr. Waugh, Memorandum to The 
Honorable Minister of Education, 1924. 

31 J.B. MacDougall, Building the North (Toronto, 
1919), p.107. 
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is being made,” he wrote, ”there [in the south] it is being 

rehearsed. Here the ground is new, the trails are being 

blazed, and the system shaped to suit the peculiar nature 

and needs of this frontier land.” Whenever appropriate, 

MacDougall would compliment an inspector on his ”splendid 

work” in ”Building the North” and he commended his 

colleagues for enduring the hardships of travel, poor living 

conditions and endless problems but he also reminded them of 

”the steady progress [that] is largely the fruit of your 

self-denying efforts.” 32 In later years, James MacDougall 

would look back on these pioneering years ”with happiest 

memories of the intimate associations" with his fellow 

inspectors. The District Men had a feeling of sharing in an 

important professional mission but this professional 

friendship was also often very personal. Mr. Walkom 

considered L.A. Green ”a loyal and true friend” 33 and 

Lakehead inspector, W.A. Wilson had a close personal family 

friendship with Walkora^s family. 34 In the correspondence 

of the inspectors it is common to find a feeling of 

camaraderie that lasted until an inspector's death. At the 

funeral of a district inspector his fellow inspectors were 

32 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 31, J.B. MacDougall to D.T. 
Walkom, 28 February 1928. 

33 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 25, D.T, Walkom, Convention 
Address , n•d. 

34 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 31, W.A. Wilson to D.T. 
Walkom, 5 September 1930. 
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always represented and a floral tribute as a testament to 

the brotherhood of the District Men was presented to express 

the high esteem in which he was held by his colleagues and 

friends. 35 

By the 1920*s with the leadership of J.B.MacDougall and 

the development of the cadre of progressive inspectors, the 

educational needs of northern Ontario were being understood. 

Earlier the solution to the ills of education in the north 

was seen as a financial one. Both Principal MacDougall and 

Alfred Fitzpartick believed that school consolidation would 

ensure edu-cational facilities and opportunities. L.A. Green 

held the same opinion. He suggested that part of the grant 

made to the province by the Dominion Department of 

Agriculture be diverted to the consolidation of schools in 

northern Ontario. 36 Green argued that such a diversion of 

funds was fair to the north which "supplied a goodly portion 

of the provincial revenues for the first generation” and 

compensation should be received in return. A year later, Mr. 

35 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 23, J.B. MacDougall to D.T. 
Walkom, 31 May 1924. and J.B. MacDougall to D.T. Walkom, 27 
August 1923. 

36 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 16, L.A. Green to Deputy 
Minister of Education, 3 December 1918. quoted in John R. 
Abbot, "Education Policy Formation”, unpublished PhD. 
thesis, University of Toronto, 1983. 

Trustees and parents had a sentimental attachment to 
the rural one room school and they feared higher costs and 
were concerned about transporting their children long 
distances. As early as 1920, Minister of Education R.H.Grant 
and his department realized that school consolidation was 
not the answer to the problems of rural schools. 
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Green suggested that education funds should’ be 

redistributed: ”the older and stronger sections in Lower 

Ontario might well afford to give up some of their grant in 

order that struggling section (sic) in the north might have 

a chance to pull up even with them... Decrease the grants to 

the strong and increase them to the weak.” 

Murdock McPhee, chairman of the Ophir School Board and a 

friend of Leslie Green’s, realized in 1906 that the wealth 

created by non-renewable resources and slowly renewable 

resources of the north controlled by non-residents or the 

Ontario government did not remain in the north to develop 

the economic or the social infrastructure. 37 McPhee began 

to question whether northern Ontario would be better off 

without being controlled by Old Ontario. Essentially this 

was a separatist idea that may have had some value but it 

required strong political support based on a strong sense of 

northern community which did not exist then and still does 

not exist. 38 

It took a period of time for the northern inspectors to 

gain experience with the problems of the region, to 

understand the nature of the economic and social environment 

that was evolving before the pattern could be comprehended. 

The District men gradually became less subject to the 

37 Ibid.. p.297, 

38 G.R. Weller, ’’Hinterland Politics: The Case of 
North Western Ontario," Canadian Journal of Political 
Science 10 (1977); p.747. 
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educational pattern of Old Ontario and they slowly became 

less traditional in their thinking about solutions to 

schooling in the north. 

In 1922 the work experience of the northern inspectors 

coalesced in J.B. 

Education entitled, 

MacDougall*s report to the Minister of 

Report on Education in Northern Ontario. 

MacDougall boldly and clearly stated that despite some 

progress, "There is still the pressing problem of providing 

educational facilities for the sequestered groups of 

children who are in sparsely settled areas along the 

railroad right-of-way, in the timber and pulpwood camps, and 

in various isolated spots chosen by the hunter the trapper 

and the fisherman." 39 Dr. MacDougall had come to 

understand and was able to describe the conditions in New 

Ontario that created the problem: 

The farmers, because of our system, or rather lack of 
system, settle promiscuously, often in secluded spots 
where a promising pocket of land offers a hope. The 
small mill owner plants his portable mill and group 
of workers at some vantage point on a lake or stream 
accessible to timber and transportation. The 
Railway road gang settle with their families every 
six miles or so and way station operators at other 
intervals over our 4,000 miles of rail. The tie timber 
and pulp jobber with his married cook or boss flits into 
the fastness of the woods in October and out again in 
April. And lastly the fisherman, hunter, trapper and 
other seasonal workmen locate where nature invites, 
and lends a chance for even a precarious livelihood. 
There are hundreds of children thus unhappily 
placed. This is a real problem... a continuous and 
fertile source of illiteracy. 

39 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 23, J.B. MacDougall, Report 
on Education in Northern Ontario, 1922, 24 January 1924. 
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The report went on to explain that the traditional methods 

to facilitate schooling had failed and that a new approach 

was needed, J, B, MacDougall broached the idea of "the 

travelling school or itinerant teacher” and suggested 

transportation by rail, launch or horse-drawn vehicle where 

appropriate. 

An Ontario education historian, Robert M. Stamp, has 

credited MacDougall with originating the idea of the school 

rail car, 40 as did dozens of journalists who wrote about 

this unique school over its forty years of service. Although 

Dr, MacDougall was the first to publicly present the idea 

in 1922, it had been around for some time, 

Algoma District inspector, L.A. Green, was frustrated 

for much of his career with not being able to establish 

schools in railway communities because they had sub-minimal 

populations. By 1919 he realized these settlements would 

never warrant a school. Green had an idea that he informally 

discussed with railway officials, section men and camp men 

and they were all enthusiastic about it, ”My plan,” wrote 

Leslie Green, ”is to have a travelling school master on the 

road who would be paid by the government, would spend half a 

day at each point every week and teach children for that 

40 Robert M, Stamp, "Schools on Wheels; the railway 
car schools of Northern Ontario,” Canada; an historical 
magazine. Spring 1974, p.35. 
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length of time.” 41 In a letter to Deputy Minister of 

Education, A.H.U. Colquhoun, inspector Green outlined his 

mobile school scheme: students would be left homework to do 

under the supervision of parents until the weekly return of 

the teacher; the teacher would make 10 to 12 stops; the 

teacher would be boarded at work camps and the railroad 

would provide his transportation. This itinerant teacher 

would be fully qualified and earn the handsome salary of 

$1,200 a year and be responsible to the local inspector. 

Greenes plan was inspired by the work of Alfred 

Fitzpatrick’s Reading Camp Association; the inspector wanted 

the travelling teacher to instruct the men in the camps 

during the evenings. Such a teacher would have to ”be a good 

citizen and teach these strangers our laws and ideals and 

would be of much value in this respect if we could get the 

right man.” 

The concept of movable education was current after World 

War I within the network of ideas and information developing 

among the District Men. Although Leslie Green had detailed 

such a scheme, J.B. MacDougall had been impressed by Reading 

Camp Association’s creative response to the needs of the 

people and the environment of the north when it used an old 

railway as a school for men working at the end of steel. 42 

41 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 16, L.A. Green to The Deputy 
Minister of Education, 24 June 1919. 

42 J. B. MacDougall, Building the North (Toronto, 
1919), p.143. 
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Inspector Green’s idea was not seriously considered by 

the Minister of Education, R.H, Grant. He was concerned 

about the problem of rural education and was developing a 

policy but he was not prepared to adopt such an 

unconventional proposal. 43 

The United Farmers* government (1919-1923) of E.C. Drury 

was committed to rural school reform, at least at the 

political level. Their stated policy was 'To provide equal 

educational opportunities for all children... by greatly 

extending and improving educational facilities in rural 

districts.* 44 Yet, except for the encouragement of 

consolidated schools and continuation schools, little reform 

was accomplished and their enthusiasm for change was short- 

lived. Nevertheless, the northern inspectors were becoming 

better organized and were exerting substantial pressure on 

policy-makers in the Department of Education. 

On 3 April 1923 the northern inspectors began a two day 

conference to discuss their mutual concerns which ranged 

from the formation of new school sections to assessing the 

43 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 16, A.H. U. Colquhoun to 
L.A.Green, 26 June 1919. 

44 J.C. Hopkins, The Canadian Annual Review, 1919 
(Toronto:Canadian Annual Review Limited), p,512. quoted in 
Robert M. Stamp The Schools of Ontario (Toronto: McClelland 
and Stewart, 1977), p. 128. 



46 

socio-economic nature of northern communities. 45 At the 

conference, the District Men rejected the suggestion of the 

itinerant teacher as impractical "owing to the scattered 

nature of settlement "and the distances in the north which 

made it prohibitive but the inspectors did recommend "an 

extended investigation" into an educational system "applied 

along a line or railway to serve isolated groups or in 

jobbers camps." 

The inspectors of New Ontario were now speaking with one 

voice and with a new assurance; they needed a more receptive 

ear from the government officials and politicians of Old 

Ontario. 

45 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 23, J.B. MacDougall, 
Memorandum for Dr. Waugh Re. Conference of Northern 
Inspectors, Toronto, 3 April 1923. 



Putting the Wheels in Motion 

Premier G, Howard Ferguson retained the education 

portfolio after his Conservative Party election victory in 

1923. He declared "that education exceeds in importance even 

the basic industry of agriculture. And if the Premier of a 

Province should have a say in any department it is the 

department which leads the others in importance.” 1 The 

importance of the education portfolio has been attributed to 

his need to oversee and solve the divisive bilingual schools 

issue in Ontario. 2 However, for a politician like Howard 

Ferguson, there was a more practical reason for keeping 

education. "To Ferguson politics was in large measure 

applied psychology, a matter of understanding the drift of 

opinion, and knowing when and how to intervene to guide it 

in a particular direction.” 3 The education portfolio 

provided him with the ability to better monitor public 

opinion. He explained: 'There is an array of people in the 

province who occupy a position more or less unique- 

teachers supervisors and inspectors are closely in touch 

1 Toronto Globe, 19 February 1926. 

2 Robert M, Stamp. The Schools of Ontario (Toronto: 
McClelland and Stewart, 1982), p. 128. 

3 Peter Oliver, Howard Ferguson: Ontario Tory 
(University of Toronto Press, 1977), p. 155, 
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with community life*. 4 The premier found it politically 

advantageous to be in touch with these people. Ferguson also 

found it politically advantageous to become a promoter of 

the major policy initiatives of the 1920’s - extending 

educational opportunity. 

”I am intensely interested in the development of further 

educational opportunities out in the country," he told the 

convention of the Ontario Education Association in 1924. 

"We have to take more education to the doors of the people, 

greater educational advantages." 5 In his address to 

Ontario educators two years latter he said. "I am more 

concerned about educational conditions in the rural parts of 

this Province than I am about any other phase of education."6 

"My view of education has always been that it should be made 

available to every child of this Province on terms of 

equality as near as possible. In other words, that where we 

cannot bring the children to the education centre, we should 

not spare effort or money to get the opportunity to the 

child." 7 

Howard Ferguson seized J.B. MacDougall’s dramatic 

4 OA, G.S. Henry Papers, G. Howard Ferguson to G.S. 
Henry, 8 May 1931. quoted in Robert M. Stamp, The Schools of 
Ontario (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1982), p. 128. 

5 G. Howard Ferguson, "Address", Proceedings of the 
Ontario Educational Association (Toronto, 1924), p. 21. 

6 G, Howard Ferguson, "Address", Proceedings of the 
Ontario Education Association (Toronto, 1926), p, 16. 

7 Ibid p. 11. and Toronto Globe, 19 February 1926. 
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proposal - the school rail car - and absorbed it into the 

Department of Education*s comprehensive policy of extending 

educational opportunities. The new premier was receptive to 

MacDougall^s scheme because Ferguson had a life-long 

personal interest in the north. He grew up in Kemptville a 

small town south of Ottawa and had worked in the bush 

hauling railway ties as punishment for schoolboy pranks that 

disrupted the teacher and inspector of his local school. 8 

His enthusiasm for the north increased in 1914 when he 

became the Minister of Lands, Forests and Mines in the 

cabinet of William Hearst. After his tour of the north the 

following year he developed a genuine concern for this vast 

area of the province. 9 

During the 1920’s equality of educational opportunity 

was considered both a right and a necessity for the success 

of a democratic industrial society. 10 The Ferguson 

government advocated correspondence courses, night schools, 

auxiliary classes, agricultural education, and allowing the 

first two years of university education in certain 

collegiate institutes. These innovations achieved varying 

8 Peter Oliver, G. Howard Ferguson Ontario Tory 
(University of Toronto Press, 1977), p. 9. 

9 Robert M. Stamp. ’’Schools on Wheels; the railway 
car schools of Northern Ontario”, Canada; an historical 
Magazine. Spring 1974, p. 36. 

10 J, Donald Wilson et al, Canadian Education; a 
history (Scarborough; Prentice - Hall Canada, 1970), p. 365. 
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degrees of success. Out of this array of democratic 

educational reforms none received the immediate, 

enthusiastic public response that the school rail car did. 

The school rail car was popular because it was 

egalitarian: it extended educational opportunity. Moreover, 

the idea was a romantic one because it involved trains, the 

symbol of progress and the north which symbolized hope. No 

longer would children like the illiterate fourteen year old 

boy Leslie Green met near Sudbury be forced to "eke out an 

existence without an education" because he lived and worked 

in transient settlements and lumber camps. 11 The mobile 

school was used for a political purpose beyond bringing 

schooling to the north - it would also Canadianize people 

and help combat communism. 

The issues of Canadianizing the foreigner and combating 

illiteracy were inextricably intertwined. According to the 

director of census research, Mr. McLean, illiteracy was the 

product of social class, the wrong values and attitudes and 

inferior social behaviour. "Mere inability to read and write 

in itself is not a circumstance of major significance," he 

argued, 

Rather it is the fact that social behaviour of 
illiterates as a class is in many respects inferior to 
that of the literate element of the population and is in 
some respects anti-social. The forcing of illiterates to 
learn to read and write would not in itself remedy the 
situation. Illiteracy is merely one result of a 

11 OA, RG2, F-3-E, Box 16, L.A.Green to The Deputy 
Minister of Education, 24 June 1919. 
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combination of circumstances and attitudes which find 
expression on numerous fields of social activity. The 
problem is one of socially elevating the illiterates as 
a class and involves the changing of the circumstances 
and attitudes which have given rise to many undesirable 
class traits which perpetuate themselves within the body 
politic,” 12 

The census director found that illiteracy was high where no 

school was provided or where parents failed to send their 

children. 13 Non-attendance was almost entirely a social 

phenomenon, he concluded, it was a function of economic 

status and home environment. 14 Mr. McLean expressed what 

was a widely held view, that social characteristics 

associated with illiteracy were the products of nativity and 

race. Illiteracy was self-perpetuating and became 

significant when it became linked with "social 

characteristics radically at variance with the best 

interests of the nation.” 

In Canada illiteracy had declined from 13.8% in 1891 to 

4.5% in 1921 to 3.4% by 1931 reflecting both the deaths of 

illiterate older people and the achievements of the school 

system. 15 Despite the actual decline in the illiteracy 

rate, the public perception was quite the opposite and there 

12 "Illiteracy and School Attendance,” Seventh 
Census of Canada. 1931, Volume xiii. Monographs (Ottawa, 
1942), p. 638. 

13 Ibid., p . 686 . 

14 Ibid. , p.687. 

15 W,Burton Hurd, "Racial origins and Nativity of 
the Canadian People,” Seventh Census of Canada. 1931, Volume 
xiii, p. 552. 
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was considerable public concern about the growing influence 

among the non-English speaking immigrants. The Russian 

Revolution and the 'Red Scare', fanned by the flames of the 

Winnipeg General Strike, which was viewed by many as an 

insurrection, served only to heighten the fear of communism. 

Added to this was the belief that Finnish and Ukrainian 

organizations were fronts for a communist movement in 

northern centres like North Bay, Timmins, Sudbury, Port 

Arthur and Fort William. 

Alfred Fizpartick and J. B. MacDougall had warned that 

the foreigner must be transformed through schooling into a 

loyal Canadian citizen or there would be adverse social and 

political consequences. The Ferguson government was prepared 

to act: "to lay down in its schools principles and methods 

that will bring about cohesion, unity of spirit and purpose 

amongst all our peoples." 16 

Previous administrations had attempted to achieve this 

goal, most notably, the Minister of Education Reverend Henry 

J. Cody, (1918-1919) in the Conservative government of 

William Hearst. Harry Cody and Howard Ferguson shared a room 

while attending the University of Toronto. 17 They also 

shared the view that molding the character and citizenship 

16 G. Howard Ferguson, , "Speech to Ward 8 
Conservative Association," St. John's Parish Hall, Toronto, 
2 February 1928. quoted in Robert M. Stamp, "School on 
Wheels," Canada: an historical magazine. Spring 1974, p. 36. 

17 Peter Oliver, G. Howard Ferguson Ontario Tory 
(University of Toronto Press, 1977), p. 12. 
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of children would determine the future of the Province and 

that the society should be built on traditional Anglo-Saxon, 

middle class values and political conservatism. Education 

Minister Cody lost no time strengthening patriotic teaching 

in Ontario schools. British and Canadian history was 

emphasized to promote an understanding of civics and there 

was a renewed emphasis on Canada’s Imperial relations and 

the importance of the Empire. 18 Empire Day, celebrated in 

the schools on the day before Queen Victoria’s May 24 

birthday, was popular and "Cody was astute enough to 

harness Empire Day enthusiasm with the twin causes of 

immigrant assimilation and the checking of subversive 

political ideas. 19 He declared that any threat to Canada 

could be overcome "if political, educational and religious 

efforts were united in the common cause 'of unification, of 

assimilation, of Canadianization, of Christianization’." On 

24 May 1921, The Globe reported that Dr. Cody was pleased 

with the Robert Simpson Company’s annual presentation of 

Union Jacks to Toronto Schools with large numbers of 

immigrant children. A company spokesman explained that ’The 

idea behind the gift is to inculcate in the minds of the 

rising generation a definite feeling of loyalty and respect 

for both flag and Empire.’ These policies had some impact on 

18 Robert M. Stamp, The Schools of Ontario. 
(Toronto; McClelland and Stewart, 1982), p. 105 

19 Ibid., p. 106, 








































































































































































