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Get free updates from 
the NiCHE community 
sent to your email box, 
RSS feed, Twitter or 
Facebook account. 

You can be the first to 
know about calls for 
papers, upcoming 
workshops and 
events, podcast epi-
sodes and opportuni-
ties. See our website 
for details. 

 

Subscribe to 

NiCHE news 

and follow our 

Facebook 

Page  

http://niche-canada.org 

We are very pleased to announce the 5th annual NiCHE Call for Projects. The Calls for Projects have 
helped support a wide range of great projects over the past four years. They have provided funding 
for events such as Under Western Skies, online projects such as the Nature's Past Podcast, and pub-
lic-outreach projects such as The Land Remains. 
We are accepting applications for one-time projects with needs under $10,000. Examples may include 
public history projects, speaker series, educational resources, workshops, or digital initiatives. Your 
application should be sent as a single file attachment to NiCHE Project Manager Jim Clifford, 
cljim22@gmail.com and consist of : 

¶ a proposal (max. 3 pages) consisting of a brief description of the project, followed by a full de-
scription listing the objectives, methodology, and timeline, with special emphasis on whether/how 
the project will *promote public outreach of environmental history / historical geography; *involve 
matching funds and/or partnerships with groups beyond Canadian universities; and/or *facilitate 
student training and involvement 

¶ a budget (max. 1 page) for the entire project, including how the NiCHE funds will be used. (If you 
are proposing a digital initiative that NiCHE would then host or link to, your budget may include 
funds to hire a web developer. Please see http://niche-canada.org/forms to find what digital ser-
vices we can provide and support.) 

¶ a curriculum vitae (max. 1 page) of each individual applying. 

The deadline for submissions is 28 October 2011. Notification will be made within a month. Success-
ful applicants will be reimbursed for expenses on submission of receipts; all funds are to be spent by 
31 December 2012. 
Because much of NiCHEôs funding comes via the SSHRC Strategic Knowledge Clusters program, 
which supports the mobilization and dissemination of research but not research itself, NiCHE main-
tains this distinction in deciding which projects it can support. 
ATTENTION: Nous encourageons des demandes qui atteindront un public francophone, et les de-
mandes peuvent °tre soumises en fran­ais. 
NiCHE also considers requests for funding support throughout the year, particularly for projects that 

are time-sensitive. For more information, see http://niche-canada.org/funding . If you have any further 

questions, please email cljim22@gmail.com . 

2011 
Call for Projects 

http://niche-canada.org/western-skies
http://niche-canada.org/naturespast
http://niche-canada.org/land-remains
mailto:cljim22@gmail.com
http://niche-canada.org/forms
http://niche-canada.org/funding
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Special BC Studies Issue  

on Provincial Parks 

The Summer 2011 edition of BC Studies (#170) is a theme 
issue devoted to the history of British Columbiaôs provincial 
parks. Co-edited by Ben Bradley and Jenny Clayton, it was 
inspired by the centenni-
al of BCôs first provincial 
park, Strathcona Park, 
which was established in 
the mountains of central 
Vancouver Island in 
1911. The issue contains 
an introduction that out-
lines the history of the 
provincial park system, a 
sixteen-page photo es-
say, and articles by Pau-
la Young, Ben Bradley, 
Phil Van Huizen, Jenny 
Clayton, and Arn Keeling 
and Graeme Wynn. Sup-
port from NiCHE made it 
possible to add several 
special features, includ-
ing colour images in the 
photo essay and maps 
by UBC cartographer 
Eric Leinberger. 

The theme issue reflects the growing scholarly interest in the 
history of parks in Canada ï a trend spurred by the rise of en-
vironmental history. We particularly hope that this theme issue, 

in conjunction with 
events like the 2008 Ca-
nadian Parks for Tomor-
row conference and last 
yearôs NiCHE-supported 
New Perspectives on 
Parks workshop, will 
encourage further re-
search on Canadaôs pro-
vincial parks, which have 
received a fraction of the 
attention that the nation-
al parks have. More de-
tails, including ordering 
information, can be 
found by following this 
link: http://
www.bcstudies.com/
issues.php 

NiCHE  

Young campers at Bowron Lake Park, courtesty of Bowron 
Lake Museum, Davey Davidson collection.  

By Ben Bradley 

 

Postcard showing Mount Robson Park in the early 1930s.  

   Ski class at Cypress Mountain Park, courtesy of North Van-
couver Museum and Archives, NVMA 6437.  
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Two NiCHE Executive Members, Graeme Wynn and Colin 
Coates, are hosting a series of environmental history lectures 
over the next eight months at UBC's Green College and York 
University's Robarts Centre for Canadian Studies. 

Reflecting the harsh climate, thin soils and generally forbidding 
character of the vast northern territory that is Canada, it has 
often been said that the history of this country is inescapably 
environmental. This lecture series engages the great drama of 
human interaction with this challenging realm, reflecting on the 
transformation of the northern half of the continent through time 
as a foundation for 
sensible engage-
ment with the envi-
ronmental challeng-
es facing Canadian 
society in the twenty
-first century. 

Each lecture will 
address one of 
three central themes 
ï human activities 
and Canadian na-
ture; natureôs influ-
ence on the nature 
of Canada; and ideas and nature in Canada ï and reflect upon 
how the subject of the lecture has affected/changed ñthe nature 
of Canadaò. 

The Green College Interdisciplinary Series receives additional 
support from NiCHE; Brenda and David McLean Chair in Cana-
dian Studies (UBC); Canadian Studies Program (UBC); Dean of 
Arts (UBC); Departments of History and Geography (UBC). The 
York series is run in conjunction with a series at Green College, 
UBC. Additional support for this series comes from NiCHE and 
the UBC Canadian Studies Programme. 

¶ UBC: Round-table discussion of the project Featuring UBC 

participants Graeme Wynn (Migrations; Environmentalism),  
Tina Loo (High Modernism), Matthew Evenden (War), and 
Julie Cruickshank (Indigenous Ecological Knowledge), 
Monday September 19 2011, 5:00-6:30pm 

¶ York: ñOf Muskrats and Minerals: The Second World War 
and the Canadian Environment,ò Matthew Evenden 
(Geography, University of British Columbia), Monday Octo-
ber 3 2011, 11am-1pm, 305 York Lanes 

¶ UBC: ñDisease and the Nature of Canada,ò Paul Hackett 
(Geography and Planning, University of Saskatchewan) 
Monday October 17 2011, 5:00-6:30pm 

¶ York: ñResidual landscapes: The Nature of the Canadian 
Mining Industry,ò Arn Keeling (Geography, Memorial Uni-
versity) and John Sandlos (History, Memorial University), 
Thursday October 27 2011, 2:00-4:00pm, 305 York Lanes 

¶ UBC: ñFarming and the Nature of Canada,ò Colin Coates 

(Robarts Centre for Canadian Studies, York University) 
Monday November 7 2011, 5:00-6:30pm Geography build-
ing, room 130 

¶ UBC: ñManagerialsm and the Nature of Canada,ò Dean 
Bavington (Geography, Memorial University of Newfound-
land), Monday November 14 2011, 5:00-6:30pm 

¶ UBC: ñEnergy and the Nature of Canada,ò Steve Penfold 
(History, University of Toronto) Wednesday November 23 
2011, 5:00-6:30pm, Geography building, room 130 

¶ York: ñMigration and the Nature of Canada,ò Graeme Wynn 
(Geography, Uni-
versity of British 
Columbia), Monday 
December 5 2011, 
2:00-4:00 pm, 305 
York Lanes 

¶ UBC: ñSize 

and the Nature of 
Canada,ò Alan 
MacEachern 
(History, University 
of Western Ontar-
io), Monday Janu-
ary 16 2012, 5:00-
6:30pm 

¶ UBC: ñGender and the Nature of Canada,ò Joanna Dean 
(History, Carleton University), Thursday February 2 2012, 
5:00-6:30pm, Geography building, room 130 

¶ UBC: ñWilderness Culture and the Nature of Canada,ò 

Claire Campbell (History, Dalhousie University), Monday 
February 13 2012, 5:00-6:30pm 

¶ UBC: ñCommunications and the Nature of Canada,ò Ken 
Cruikshank (History, McMaster University), Wednesday 
February 29 2012, 5:00-6:30pm, Geography building, room 
130 

¶ York: ñHigh Modernism and the Nature of Canada,ò Tina 
Loo (History, University of British Columbia), Monday March 
5 2012, 1:00-3:00pm, 305 York Lanes 

¶ UBC: ñCities and the Nature of Canada,ò Michelle Dagenais 
(Histoire, Universit® de Montr®al), Monday March 12 2012, 
5:00-6:30pm 

¶ York: ñIndigenous Knowledge and its Transformations: An 
Environmental Narrative,ò Julie Cruikshank (Anthropology, 
University of British Columbia), Monday March 12 2012, 
2:00-4:00pm, 305 York Lanes 

¶ UBC: ñFish and Fur and the Nature of Canada,ò Stephen 
Hornsby (Canadian Studies Center, University of Maine, 
Orono), Monday March 19 2012, 5:00-6:30pm, Geography 
building, room 130 

¶ UBC: ñClimate [Change] and the Nature of Canada,ò Liza 
Piper (History and Classics, University of Alberta), Monday 
April 16 2012, 5:00-6:30pm 

 
 

Transforming Canada:  
Histories of Environmental Change 
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Quelques arpents de neige is pleased to announce a new 
format that will feature one meeting annually, instead of three. 
The program of the meeting will be much the same as previ-
ous meetings but somewhat expanded. We hope that the an-
nual Arpents meeting will act as an important regular meeting 
place for environmental historians in the region. 

The next meeting will be Dec 10-11, 
2011 in Kingston, Ontario. The pro-
gram has yet to be finalized but con-
firmed speakers include James Rice 
(SUNY Plattsburgh), Mich¯le Dagenais 
(Universit® de Montr®al), Elsa Lam 
(Canadian Centre for Architecture), Tim 
Sedo (Concordia University) and Eliza-
beth Jewett (University of Toronto). Please mark the dates on 
your calendar! 

As always, there will be no registration fee to attend. More 
details will be forthcoming. 

Il nous fait plaisir de vous annoncer que Quelques arpents de 
neige aura d®sormais une seule et grande rencontre par an-
n®e. Le format ç atelier è et lôatmosph¯re chaleureuse de nos 
rencontres ne changeront pas ; nous aurons simplement plus 
de temps pour ®couter plus de conf®renciers, faire plus dôatel-
iersé Nous esp®rons que Quelques arpents restera un ras-
semblement annuel important pour les historiens envi-
ronnementaux du Nord-est de lôAm®rique du nord! 

Notre prochaine rencontre se tiendra 
les 10 et 11 d®cembre ¨ Kingston 
(ON). Les conf®renciers confirm®s 
sont : James Rice (SUNY Platts-
burgh), Mich¯le Dagenais (Universit® 
de Montr®al), Elsa Lam (Centre 

canadien dôarchitecture), Tim Sedo (Universit® Concordia) et 
Elizabeth Jewett (Universit® de Toronto). Soyez-y ! 

Comme ¨ lôhabitude, il nôy a pas de frais dôinscription. La pro-
grammation d®taill®e vous sera communiqu®e sous peu. 

NiCHE  

 

Quelques Arpents de Neige 
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Perspectives on the Environmental History of Northern 
Canada 

Canadian environmental historians are 
heading north! Of course, they have always been there: north-
ern Canada has long been of compelling historical interest. But 
there is a new momentum in the study of the region's environ-
mental history. 

Perhaps this is a result of the promi-
nence of the North in current affairs. 
But specifically historical questions 
are also attracting more attention. 
These questions explore, for exam-
ple, how environmental changes 
have taken place across distinctive 
landscapes, often accompanied by 
political and social transformations; how relations between set-
tler and indigenous societies and economies have shifted; how 
diverse ways of knowing and valuing the land have intersected; 
and how the contested identity of the North itself has evolved, 
in both its national and circumpolar contexts. 

This growing momentum became evident at a workshop spon-
sored by NiCHE on northern environmental history held in 
Whitehorse, Yukon in June 2009. It was an exciting event. 

Since then, many of its participants, 
joined by others with strong interests and experience in the 
North, have formed a community of scholars engaged in a joint 
project: an edited collection that presents an array of perspec-
tives on the environmental history of the region. This collection 
is slated for publication in the University of Calgary Press 

ñCanadian History and Environmentò 
series. 

Over the past few months, contributors 
to the collection have posted a series of 
reflections and research summaries on 
the NiCHE website, previewing their 
book chapters. These postings are part 

of the lead-up to an authors' workshop scheduled for October 
28-30 at Trent University, in Peterborough, Ontario. 

The focus of this northern environmental history project is on 
the twentieth century, and especially on how the North has 
been transformed during the postwar era. We're very excited 
about it, and we look forward to sharing the collection with eve-
ryone interested in Canada's environmental history! 

Brad Martin and Stephen Bocking 

http://niche-canada.org/node/10053
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12:30 to 3:30, Oct 30 2011  

Join us as we cruise Lake On-
tario and the entrance to the 1000 Islands aboard the Island 
Star (or Island Queen). 

Transnational Ecologies has been working to deepen commu-
nication concerning migrations of both non-human species and 
environmental knowledge. On the 30th of October, we are 
launching a mobile óworkshipô that brings together a small 
group of historical geographers, postcolonial and environmen-
tal historians, historians of science and local experts to discuss 
common interests in mobility, nature & knowledge. To some 
extent the óworkshipô builds on the strong interest in transna-
tional, translocal and international issues exhibited at the 
NiCHE EH+ conference held at McMaster last spring and we 
hope to continue some of the conversations begun there. This 
meeting will involve short talks by keynote speakers but will 
also be process-oriented. For instance, participants will be 
asked to bring an object that connects to a particular way of 

thinking about mobility/
materiality, and/or the concept 
of the translocal/transnational 

in the context of our journey. Keynote speakers include: 

¶ Dean Bavington, Memorial University, author of Man-
aged Annihilation: An Unnatural History of the New-
foundland Cod Collapse 

¶ -Robert Wilson, Syracuse University, author of Seeking 
Refuge: Birds and Landscapes of the Pacific Flyway 

There are 40 places available. To reserve your place, please 
contact us as soon as possible at: 
niche.transnational.ecologies@queensu.ca. In your email, 
please explain briefly your interest in joining us and the object 
you (tentatively) will bring. Also please indicate your lunch 
preference: vegetarian or chicken. 

http://niche-canada.org/transnational_ecologies 

 

Visiting archives is an experience that is meant to 
be shared.  Itôs in their very essence.  It is there-
fore with satisfaction and delight that I announce the publica-
tion of "Atlantic Canadian Climate History Sources: With an 
Addendum for Climate Researchers of all Regions".  All inter-
ested researchers are invited to consult the Bibliographies 
page of the NiCHE Early Canadian Environmental Data Pro-
ject.  

My generous hosts at the Meteorologi-
cal Office Archives in Exeter, UK, this 
summer, put me in touch with Victoria 
Slonosky, of the Canadian branch of 
the Atmospheric Reconstructions over 
the Earth (ACRE) project.   

Similar to the NiCHE ECED, this pro-
ject compiles lists of, and facilitates 
access to, documentary sources of 
climate data.  If not already in digitized 
format, volunteers complete this la-
bour of love.  However, unlike the 

ECED, one goal (among many) of the project is to 
reconstruct historic barometric pressures across the 

country, in order to be able to map the movement and particu-
lars of weather patterns and systems such as the North Atlan-
tic Oscillation.  This project offers much potential for collabora-
tion, and contributes to the continual revelation of our historic 
climate.   

ACRE is just one example of the way 
that the global community of climate 
historians is getting organized.  The 
international Climate History Network 
welcomes new members and contrib-
utors.  This is the second year in a 
row that they will hold a breakfast 
meeting at the ASEH.  As well, an 
International Society for Climate and 
History is in the works.  For more in-
formation about this formal organiza-
tion, you can read ñConference Report 
ï Historical Climatology: Past and 
Futureò. 

 Climate Historians Turning up the Heat 

by Teresa Devor 

Water, Fish and Fowl:  

The Translocal Ecologies Mobile óWorkshipô 

by Laura Cameron and Kirsten Greer 

mailto:niche.transnational.ecologies@queensu.ca
http://niche-canada.org/transnational_ecologies
http://niche-canada.org/eced/bibliographies
http://niche-canada.org/eced/bibliographies
http://www.met-acre.org/data-projects-and-regional-chapters
http://www.met-acre.org/data-projects-and-regional-chapters
http://climatehistorynetwork.com
http://climatehistorynetwork.com/2011/09/
http://climatehistorynetwork.com/2011/09/
http://climatehistorynetwork.com/2011/09/


This past spring, we surveyed NiCHE mem-
bers about the network. What were we doing 
right? What were we doing wrong? How should NiCHE 
evolve? Thanks very much to the 142 members who respond-
ed. For one thing, your feedback helped immensely in putting 
together our SSHRC Clusters midterm review. But more to the 
point, your feedback taught us a lot about the network. And a 
lot of it was encouraging. For example, 57% had attended at 
least one NiCHE event and 54% contributed to at least one 
NiCHE project in the past year. A full 28% had contributed to 
our website in the past six months. We had respondents from 
7 nations, including all 10 Canadian provinces and 1 territory 
(Ontario, BC, Alberta, and Quebec topped the list, in that or-
der). 
 
Of course, those who answered the survey are not a repre-
sentative sample of the network ï theyôre likely more active, or 
maybe just more interested in winning a book draw ï so I canôt 
offer an accurate-within-2-points-19-times-out-of-20 sort of 
disclaimer. Still, here are eight things I took from the survey: 
 
-Environmental history / history geography ainôt just a guy 
thing. Some of my colleagues assume it is, and Iôm always 
happy to prove them wrong. Forty-five percent of the survey 
respondents were female, which is in line with NiCHEôs overall 
membership. 
 
-Weôre largely an academic network. No surprise. Although 
22% of respondents came from government, the private sec-
tor, or the general public, a large majority were involved in 
higher education. Related to this, the most common refrain 
was the need for more public outreach: ñOutreach to Commu-
nity/Aboriginal organizations,ò ñOutreach to educators at ele-
mentary and high school levels,òñLobbying government,ò ñMore 
Popular Publishing workshops!ò ñBuilding a more public pres-
ence,ò etc. ñI would love to participate in an interest group or 
network but don't see a lot of opportunities for people who 
aren't working or studying in a university.ò 
 
-Weôre a young academic network, at that. No real surprise 
there, either. Of those in higher education, 44% were grad 
students, another 8% postdocs, and 11% untenured faculty. 
That gives us a lot of drive, a lot of motivation, a lot of 
knowledge of and interest in networking, but itôs not without 
risks. As one person wrote, ñMid-career scholars have not 
been nearly involved enough, even when they are explicitly 
invited to do so. é This makes me fear that NiCHE will slowly 
disappear once the pile of money is gone.ò If mid- and late-
career scholars find NiCHE useful, they need to step up. 
 
-Weôre all busy. Replies to ñWhat can NiCHE do to get your 
more involved?ò included ñClone me?,ò ñAssign me a few more 
hours a day,ò and ñrecommend a drug that does not require 
me to sleep for a third of the day? Iôd love to be more involved 
ï I actually feel guilty for not being more involved, but I am 
simply swamped.ò Donôt feel guilty! NiCHE is not a make-work 
project for people in our field. Weôd love you to contribute 
when you want to and when you can. NiCHE will thrive when 
people in the field thrive. 

 
-Surveys are good for learning. In terms of 

activities we should be doing but arenôt, a couple of folks said 
simply ña conference on Canadian environmental history.ò Re-
lated to that, ñToo many of the NICHE meetings have been pro-
grammed to exclude presentations except by a lucky few, usu-
ally pre-designated by the organizers before a more general call 
for attendance. As a result I usually don't attend. No point if I 
am not being asked to do something.ò Huh. Weôve tried not to 
compete with things that are already working, like the yearly 
ASEH conference, and our main annual event, CHESS, isnôt 
well-suited to a call for papers. But itôs a good point: we should 
offer more general calls. And maybe we should have a Canadi-
an environmental history / historical geography conference. So, 
umm, who wants to organize that? 
 

Survey Says 

 

By Alan MacEachern 

The Apollotemple at Schloss Nymphenberg, Munich  

Photo by Claire Campbell 
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-Surveys are good for teaching as well as learning. In 
terms of how to get you more involved: ñI was going to say 
email subscriptions, but I see on the next page that you have 
those already, so I just signed up.ò Meanwhile, another person 
wrote, ñProvide information on an email list instead of the web-
site; I find email lists much easier to work with because infor-
mation comes to me. Perhaps NiCHE already does this, and I 
don't know how to sign up.ò For the record, you can subscribe  
to a feed that emails you new NiCHE postings every day. 
 
-Weôre doing a lot right. Thereôll be no ñMission Accom-
plishedò banner, but it was hard not to be pleased to read: 
ñEspecially as a scholar outside of history proper, NiCHE has 
enabled me to remain networked with environmental historians 
(as a geographer) and to develop analytic and methodological 
skills that tend to be unfortunately disciplinarily bounded.ò Or 
ñNiCHE m'a permis de rencontrer d'autres chercheurs ayant 
les memes pr®occupations que moi. De d®couvrir leurs 
travaux et d'®changer avec eux. Le site internet me permet 
aussi de me tenir au courant de l'actualit® en histoire envi-
ronnementale au Canadaò Or ñAs a historian working in a 
northern location it is a strong link to southern academics and 
is vital to my staying connected with people, events and intel-

lectual developments. é I feel like through NiCHE, I have a 
ócentral placeô to access information and ideas, promote re-
search activities and connections, and hear about broader initi-
atives.ò Or simply ñYou are doing just fine.ò 
 
-We have a committed network. Perhaps the most gratifying 
response of all was that a full 60% of respondents expressed a 
willingness to be involved in NiCHEôs organizational structure 
beyond 2014, when our existing SSHRC Clusters grant winds 
down. Sixty-one people provided detailed advice concerning 
our longterm viability. ñYou're doing great work now,ò someone 
wrote, ñin getting people thinking that NiCHE is theirs 
(podcasting, writing blog posts, and so on), so by 2014 they 
should be used to the idea that they're responsible for sustain-
ing it.ò Amen sister. 
 
There were lots of specific suggestions, and I hope those who 

made them will recognize the results down the road in im-

proved website architecture, enhanced public outreach, and so 

on. Thanks again for the feedback. Weôre always happy to hear 

more ï niche@uwo.ca 

Survey Says (cont.) 

 

Schloss Nymphenberg, Munich  

Photo by Claire Campbell 
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CC: http://basedinvilligen.blogspot.com/2008_07_01_archive.html 
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Once or twice a month, the NiCHE Scholars Profiles blog 
ð http://niche-canada.org/ns-scholars ð focuses on a Ca-
nadian scholar working in the field of historical geography / 
environmental history. 
 
The profiles offer an opportunity for scholars to share their 
research and introduce themselves to the community. Con-
tributors are asked to explain their path of study and   
emphasize the relevance of their research. 
 

Scholars Profiles: A research snapshot of five Scholars 

Over the past months, we have presented five profiles in-
cluding an interview with Ruth Sandwell and four profiles 
written by Andrew Watson, Rob Gee, Mark Leeming and 
Elizabeth Jewett . 
 
We are always looking for more schlars to profile, so if you 
are interested in contributing a research snapshot, contact 
Jim Clifford at cljim22@gmail.com.  
 
Happy reading! 

Foreword by Jim Clifford 

The 2011 Place and Placelessness Online Graduate Stu-
dent Workshop took place on Friday, October 7. 

This full-day workshop featured participants from Japan, 
New Zealand, Sweden, France, Brazil, Columbia, Mexico, 
the United States, and Canada. 

There were seven panels running over the course of the 
day, and a plenary discussion at the end of the day on the 
topic of 'environmental history and film'. 

Three short films were created specifically for the work-
shop, and can be found on the Place and Placelessness 
website: http://virtualeh.wordpress.com/ 

Check  out the blogs written by the moderators of each of 
the panels to find out how the workshop went. 

If this project interested you, but you didn't get a chance to 
participate or get involved this year, consider being one of 
the co-chairs for 2012's Place and Placelessness work-
shop.' 

Place and  Placelessness 2011  

http://niche-canada.org/ns-scholars
http://virtualeh.wordpress.com/


An Interview with Ruth Sandwell 

JC: Where do you work? How does environmental history con-
tribute to your job? 

RS: I teach in the His-
tory and Philosophy of 
Education Program, 
Department of Theory 
and Policy Studies, 
Ontario Institute for 
Studies in Education, 
University of Toronto. 
Environmental history 
does not play a major 
role in my teaching, 
which focuses on the 
history of education, 
and history teaching in 
Canada, though I do 
discuss with my stu-
dents the importance of 
environmental history, 
and explain what it is. 
Environmental history 
does come into the 
research part of my 
work, in my work on 
the history of rural Canada, and of energy use in the home. 

JC: What is your current research project? 

RS: I am currently working on two major projects, writing a 
general history of rural Canada, 1870-1940 for the University 
of Torontoôs Issues in Canadian History Series, and I am con-
ducting research into a SSHRC funded project ñHeat, Light and 
Work in Canadian Homes: A Social History of Fossil Fuels and 
Hydro-electricity.ò 

JC: What got you interested in this topic? 

RS: In connection with my earlier work in the history of the 
family and rural history in Canada (with a focus on British Co-
lumbia), I conducted a number of interviews with rural people. I 
was surprised at how late fossil fuels and hydro electricity were 
adopted in their homes. And I was impressed with how keen 
my interview subjects were to talk to me about the transfor-
mations that electricity finally brought to their lives ï it was 
clearly a subject of great importance to them. 

JC: Does this current project build on your earlier publications? 

RS: My history of rural Canada builds on my dissertation re-
search, published as R.W. Sandwell, Contesting Rural Space: 

Land Policy and the Practices of Settlement, Saltspring Island, 
British Columbia, 1859-91 (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-
Queenôs University Press, 2005), and a collection of essays that 

I edited, R. W. Sand-
well, ed. , Beyond the 
City Limits: Rural His-
tory in British Colum-
bia, (Vancouver: UBC 
Press, 1999). It also 
builds on a couple of 
articles, ñMissing Ca-
nadians: Reclaiming 
the A-Liberal Pastò 
Jean-Fran­ois Con-
stant and Michel Du-
charme, eds. Liberal-
ism and Hegemony: 
Debating the Canadian 
Liberal Revolution 
(Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2009), 
246-273, and ñHistory 
as Experiment: Micro-
history and Environ-
mental History,ò Alan 
McEachern and Wil-
liam Turkel, eds., 

Method and Meaning in Canadian Environmental History 
(Toronto: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2008) ), 122-36. My work 
on changing fuel use in the home draws from these works to the 
extent that my research into rural Canada has explored the con-
tinued importance of the family and household to the economic, 
cultural and political history of Canada well into the twentieth 
century. 

JC: What contribution do you hope to make the wider field with 
this project? 

RS: I hope that the rural history project will document and ex-
plore the extremely close ties between people and their local 
environments in Canada until the 1940s, and the key role that 
these varied relationships played in the ñdevelopmentò of local, 
regional, national and global economies and societies. I hope 
that ñHeat, Light and Work in Canadian Homesò will expand our 
understanding of the ways that changing domestic fuel and en-
ergy use has transformed the relationship between people and 
their local environments, between the household and the larger 
Canadian society, and among people within the household. 
Womenôs lives in particular have been transformed over the 
past century by changing fuel use in the home. Documenting 
the varieties of fuels and the technologies that they involved 
might also be useful as our society moves over the next half 
century to a world without cheap fuels. 
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Iôll be the first to admit that I come at my disserta-
tion project from a fairly privileged and personal 
starting point. Each summer growing up, my par-
ents took me and my siblings to our cottage on 
Lake Joseph in Muskoka. For those who do not 
know this area two hours north of Toronto, Musko-
ka was an exclusively Aboriginal place prior to 
1850, was resettled by eurocanadians in the se-
cond half of the nineteenth century, experienced a 
brief period as a major centre for timber extraction 
and saw-milling before the turn of the century, and 
became Ontarioôs premiere tourist destination as 
early as the 1880s. From an early age, I learned 
there was something special about our cottage and 
the place it occupied in Muskoka. The island where 
the cottage is located was purchased from the 
Crown in 1873 by a lawyer from Toronto named 
James MacLennan. MacLennan also bought sever-
al other islands at the same time in order to save 
them from logging. As a consequence, most of the 
woods surrounding our 125 year-old cottage is old 
growth forest. For many years, MacLennan and his 
guests reached the cottage by railroad and then 
steamer, which dropped passengers and their trunks off at a 
wharf that no longer exists, but whose cribs still rest on the 
bottom of the lake next to a point of land beside the cottage. In 
the late nineteenth century, MacLennan and his family came 
up and stayed for most if not all of the summer, bought sup-
plies from local settlers, and seldom traveled more than a few 
kilometers. Although their reasons for being in Muskoka were 
much the same then as they are now (escaping the city, being 
close to nature), limited mobility and closer relationships with 
permanent residents distinguishes the past from the present. 

Knowing a bit about the history of my own cottage quickly 
piqued my interest in Muskoka more generally, and how the 
area became such a popular place for cottagers and summer 
visitors. This lead me to a Masterôs Thesis at Queenôs Univer-
sity with Colin Duncan on energy use in Muskoka between 
1850 and 1920. While conducting research for my MA, I quick-
ly discovered that Muskoka has a fascinating environmental 
history, which demanded further study. Thus, I am now work-
ing with Colin Coates at York University, on my doctoral dis-
sertation entitled Poor Soils and Rich Folks: Societal Metabo-
lisms and Sustainability in Muskoka, 1850-1920. 

My project seeks to explore how life in Muskoka became more 
or less sustainable over time and place. Since nothing is com-
pletely sustainable, only more or less sustainable, what I hope 
to accomplish is to identify the ways of living and the particular 
arrangements between humans and their environment that 
were most sustainable in Muskoka during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. By taking the material and ener-
gy flows of everyday life as my starting point, I am attempting 
to assess the social, economic and environmental implications 

of life on the Shield for First Nations peoples, eurocanadian 
(re)settlers, tourists and cottagers, and the logging and tan-
ning industries. My overarching take-away for the dissertation 
is that life on the Shield was (and still is) unavoidably reliant 
on inputs from outside the region, and that because of this 
the most sustainable arrangements and ways of living in 
Muskoka were those that maximized the consumption of local 
resources, for local consumption, made possible by locally-
based interconnections. The most sustainable communities 
(socially, economically and environmentally) were those that 
learned how to benefit from the local rather than become 
dependent on exogenous imports. 

In addition to Library and Archives Canada and the Ontario 
Archives, my research has taken me to numerous small pub-
lic and private collections of documents. The curators and 
archivists of local museums, heritage centres, community 
archives and libraries have been extremely helpful in helping 
me dig up sources that would not have been available to me 
otherwise. Doing a microhistory project has enabled me to 
get to know many members of the community and develop a 
level of trust that most researchers do not experience. Mus-
koka is a place steeped in its own romantic and fanatical his-
tory. It is my hope that this project will enhance the sense of 
place people in Muskoka have already, and that through my 
work I may become an active member of the community able 
to demonstrate that an understanding of the past is useful 
and vital to shaping responsible and sustainable choices and 
policies for the future. 

Andrew Watson is a PhD Candidate in the history department 
at York University in Toronto. 
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