
PANORAMA FOR AN ANNIVERSARY 

By isABEL ELISABETH HENDERSON 

My brother and I were fortunate in coming of a long-lived, 
story-telling family. Stories of the days when Mother 

was a little girl were often followed by less detailed but equally 
thrilling stories of the time when Grandmother was a little 
girl. And farther away still, when Great-grandmother was a 
little girl, the edges melted imperceptibly into history and 
romance. Even 'yet I am only intellectually convinced that 
my grandfather's huge old lumberman's broadaxe was not the 
very axe used to cut off Mary Stuart's head, it fitted the pic
tures so perfectly and always recalled that piteous 'recitation' 
over which we children shed tears whenever we heard it. There 
was a little dog, I remember ... but it is too harrowing. I 
am not sure that the poem, name and author unknown, did not 
fix my historical prejudices. It is only at second-hand, fol
lowing Raleigh and Drake, that I can feel any real enthusiasm 
for Elizabeth. A barren stock indeed, poor lady, while Mary 
will have lovers and defenders, in spite of all that Knox and 
Calvin could do, so long as Scottish blood runs hot. 

Now that we are older we sometimes tell our mother that 
she did not provide for her children an inheritance of the prac
tical, conventional traits most useful in this workaday world. 
She had 'Wild MacRaes' on one side, of the same clan as those 
mutinous MacRaes who once tried to storm Edinburgh Castle 
and who, not long afterwards, died by hundreds of homesick
ness and grief at the loss of their colonel when the regiment 
was on its way to India. On the other side were Border folk
J ohnstones and J ardines and Irvines-with a French refugee 
to balance the legendary Spaniard of the MacRaes. Oddly 
enough, when we remember how much more dutiful were the 
young people of those days, my mother was the grandchild, so 
to speak, of two elopements. Her little Highland grand-
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mother, at the age of sixteen or thereabouts, was presented 
by her father with a stepmother; 'an English woman', no less .. 
though it is possible that she was nothing worse than a Low
lander who did not have the Gaelic. So Great-grandmother 
Isabella MacRae promptly picked out the best-looking man 
available from a clan whose men are still notable for their 
looks, and came with him to Canada, where she mothered nine 

. tall sons. Ralph Connor once said that Glengarry in Ontario 
used to be the home of a large clan of respectable and non
respectable MacRaes, but I should not care to make the divis
ion so clean-cut; would suggest, rather, that the respectable 
and non-respectable elements might usually be found in one 
person. I don't think I ever knew a completely 'respectable' 
MacRae, in the current sense of that dull and soul-binding 
word. Those of the first generation Canadian-born were old 
men as I remember them, equally valiant in theology and 
politics, and the sound of their Gaelic prayers and Gaelic
touched English speech will stay with me until I die, disin
herited as I am and deaf to every word of my mother-tongue. 
The second generation, as is the manner of the Scot in Canada, 
has scattered from coast to coast. There are farmers among 
us, doctors, missionaries, a poet, with the occasional politician 
and journalist to keep us humble. And there have been 
soldiers, lads who went out in '14 as their forefathers went out 
in the Fifteen, and who fought for King George with as high 
a heart as those earlier lads fought for King James. Some of 
them - for a Celt must have his dream and a Calvinist his 
reasons for the faith that is in him-have been known to argue 
that they were still fighting for the House of Stuart. "Charlie 
will come again", says the song, and has he perhaps come and 
gone again in our own Prince of Wales, with his haunting 
look of the older line and his Stuart charm? 

But to return to Scotland. In the early days of the nine
teenth century, when the Sassenach looked upon the High-
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lands with some reason as a scarcely civilized part of the 
British Isles, the Border great-grandmother was at boarding
school in what the tourist now knows as the Scott Country. 
Not having to waste time on economics and psychology, she 
was doubtless able to learn the whole duty of women as well 
as the chief end of man, but what has come down in the family 
most clearly is the tradition of her exquisite needle-work. I 
have her thimble, thin and bent and dark with age, but elo
quent as only a thimble can be, and a piece of home-spun linen 
that crossed the Atlantic with her in a sailing vessel. Like 
her, it came to rest at last in a home cut out of the Ontario 
bush, but it was never used except on very special occasions 
because it had been spun and woven by her grandmother. And 
where are the sheets of yesteryear? 

Mary Irvine's people were well-to-do town folk, inter
ested in a satisfactory settlement for their daughter. And 
so upon her return from school she found that they had already 
chosen a son-in-law, an elderly and prosperous widower. 
There must have been some flaw in the schooling after all, or 
perhaps the Border blood was at fault. Mary rebelled. She 
might have no other prospects, but the widower she would not 
have. While she was still unconvinced that parents always 
know best, a visiting cousin fell ill, and the family doctor being 
away from home young William Johnstone was called in, 
fresh from Edinburgh. The cousin recovered in due course 
under his treatment, but it was fatal to Mary. Six weeks later 
she took coach with William for Gretna Green, accompanied 
by the sympathetic cousin and a college friend of William's, 
one Tom Carlyle, of whom the world was to hear in later 
years-that Tom Carlyle of whom it has been written that he 
was "so plainly serious and discreet, and so reliable not to 
misuse whatever was told him, that all sorts of people were 
continually talking to him confidentially all his life, and nobody 
ever regretted it". We have always wondered what this dis-
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creet young man did with the bridesmaid, whether he accom
panied her to her own home and did the explaining, or whether 
he returned with the young married couple to the Irvine home 
and aided in the immediate confession that took place there. 
Tradition does not say; all we know is that Mary and her hus
band were forgiven, and married all over again in the Parish 
Kirk. A few years later, with two small children, they set 
out on another adventure, seeking their fortune in the wilds 
of Upper Canada. The pioneer doctor is still remembered 
about Cornwall, where in his day an emergency call might 
mean a hundred miles in the saddle. 

After the lapse of a century one has a feeling that Mary 
Irvine must have needed all her gaiety and all her initiative in 
those first years. She saw her husband go to the aid of the 
cholera-stricken workers on the WeIland Canal; saw her two 
eldest sons, lads of fifteen and seventeen, called up in the Re
bellion of '37, her husband, as a doctor, being the one able
bodied man left in the settlement; saw, too, the ravages of that 
first epidemic of infantile paralysis that swept through the 
district and left a mourning community in its wake. But if 
she ever sighed for the comfort and security of her Border 
home it has not been remembered. Indeed, our favourite story 
about her, next to that of the elopement, is one that she used 
to tell as a joke on herself, how one morning after a fresh 
snowfall she looked out before dawn and saw the 'Fenians' 
advancing through the newly cleared bush ... snow-capped 
stumps rising from the white ground. 

My grandmother was born in Canada, but like so many 
of the first generation she reached back with one hand to the 
homeland she was never to see. She was a wonderful story
teller, and while her slender, twisted fingers were busy with a 
sock or a quilt-square she would tell us about a quilting-bee 
or a barn-raising or a sugaring-off, or sing in a sweet, thin 
voice the sad old Scots ballads, or the nursery rhymes of which 
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she had a seemingly endless store. There was one story that 
never failed to hold us spellbound, about a tiny child who 
strayed away in the bush and was adopted there by a nursing 
bear, who fed him with her own cubs. When he was found, 
days or weeks later, I have forgotten which, he was plump and 

. happy, and half reluctant to leave his foster mother. After 
that we had no difficulty in swallowing Romulus whole, and 
Mowgli was hailed as an old friend when Kipling came along. 
Much harder to credit, for the only Indians we had ever known 
were our good friends of the Red River, was her story of the 
grandmother of a man we knew, who had been taken by the 
Indians during the Revolutionary War and had lived with 
them until she was a woman grown. It was rather gruesome 
in spots, but it helped to make history real. Less gruesome, 
but poignant still, was another Indian story about one of those 
tragic gatherings when anxious parents met a group of lost 
children after many years and tried to identify their own. One 
girl was left to the last, for the woman who longed to claim 
her could not altogether satisfy herself that the long search 
had come to an end. Suddenly inspiration came--"God must 
have put the thought into my heart," she would say in telling 
her story afterwards-and with trembling voice she began to 
sing the favourite bed-time song. At the second line the child, 
her own language quite forgotten, softly and hesitatingly 
joined in the tune. 

Elisabeth Johnstone, my grandmother, had not married 
young. She must have been all of twenty-six when she capitu
lated to Fate in the person of John MacRae, one of the little 
Highland woman's nine sons, whose good looks and broken 
English were remembered mirthfully fifty years later by her 
U . E. Loyalist Dutch bridesmaid, our adopted "Aunt Nancy". 
(It was Aunt Nancy, pink-cheeked and full of fun at eighty
odd, who told us about one of their contemporaries who had 
died of a broken heart. "To be sure," she added with a twinkle, 
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"she was always consumptive." And we are left with the 
suspicion that to Aunt Nancy in her young days a broken 
heart was, in the ·words of the song, just one thing less to 
dust. ) 

The swarming instinct sent many of the first generation 
of Glengarry Highlanders east or south to the greater oppor
tunities of Montreal or the United States . .John MacRae and 
his wife went to Ottawa, and with Ottawa as a base he led until 
middle-age the eventful life of a lumberman, absent from his 
growing family for months at a time and meeting in his day's 
work all the perils of fire and flood. My mother remembers 
the finely-wrought doeskin moccasins he brought 'out' for her 
one spring; remembers summers spent at a lumbering village 
to be near him, summers made memorable by the thrill of 
riding a plank down the sluice-way, summers that come back 
to her still on the smell of fresh-sawn timber or the cadence of 
a French-Canadian river song. 

It was my mother who paved the way for Uncle Tom's 
Cabin, with stories of runaway slaves who had found friends 
and freedom in Ottawa, but she cannot remember anything 
about the American Civil War. She does remember leisurely 
visits to the relatives in Cornwall; remembers, too, a visit to 
Glengarry, when she played happily but silently with cousins 
who spoke no English while she spoke no Gaelic, and where 
on a Sunday morning one sat as quietly as possible through 
a long Gaelic service before the English service that was 
grudgingly conceded to those who did not 'speak the two 
talks'. 

But .John MacRae had the loose foot of the Celt once he 
is uprooted from his native hills. A serious accident in the 
bush gave him time to think; business losses provided a cause, 
and so in the early 70's he turned his face westward, eager 
to try his luck in the new Province of Manitoba. Political 
conditions might be unsettled, but one could drive a plow into 
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limitless reaches of open prairie instead of fighting inch by inch 
against the stubborn forest for every precious acre. 

So it was that one May morning in 1875 Mary MacRae 
watched eagerly for the dock as the Minnesota approached the 
village of Winnipeg, usually called Fort Garry. It had been 
an exciting journey for a girl of thirteen. First had come 
the round of farewell visits to relatives in Ontario, who were, 
some of them, not at all sure that it was wise for John to take 
Elisabeth and the children to so wild a country-so soon do 
even pioneers forget. Then there was the journey by boat 
across the lake, from Sarnia to Duluth; then the train to Moor
head in Minnesota; then a boat again, but this time only a 
small river steamer. Where was that dock? Whittier's St. 
Boniface swung into view; the next landmark was the Hud
son's Bay Company's fort; the Minnesota whistled, and ran 
her nose into the muddy bank. And this was Winnipeg, dock 
or no dock. A long way from Ontario, a long way from the 
Border. But not, perhaps, so far from the Highlands, for in 
the Kildonan settlement a few miles down the river good 
friends waited for them, descendants of those first settlers on 
the prairie who had come from their Highland homes in the 
early years of the century. My mother still remembers the 
painful politeness with which she drank her first cup of 'black' 
tea, made extra strong to give the Canadians a true Scottish 
welcome. Ten years later she had so far acquired a taste for 
the customs and products of the Red River Valley as to marry 
the grandson of one of those sturdy Orkneymen who opened 
Western Canada from the north in the service of the Hudson's 
Bay Company and who had wintered where Winnipeg now 
stands even before the first settlers came. 

Of the three generations it is probable that my mother 
saw the most far-reaching changes. She saw Winnipeg grow 
from a village to thc third city in the Dominion; saw its muddy 
roads and plank sidewalks changed for broad asphalt pave-
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ments and smooth granolithic walks; saw its bare streets lined 
with trees, parks in place of hayfields, and gardens where 
nothing but prairie grass had ever grown before. She saw the 
Canadian Pacific Railway come in; saw horse-cars come and 
go; saw the automobile where she had seen the ox-cart and the 
dog-train. She saw 'the Boom' when town lots were sold far 
out on the prairie for prices that would buy a farm to-day, 
and she saw the boom burst and the young city climb painfully 
back to a sounder and a saner prosperity. 

Coal-oil gave place to gas and gas to electricity, water 
was dipped from the river, then pumped from wells, delivered 
in barrels, finally drawn from a tap, all in her day. She has 
known the comfort and warmth that came from an open fire
place, from dry poplar sticks packed tightly in a sheet-iron 
stove, from electric grates and from central steam-heating 
that warms whole streets from one power station. She was a 
grown-up young lady, in sealskin sacque and a 'Queen Alex
andra' fringe, when she saw her first telephone, and for the 
greater part of her life the radio and the gramophone were 
merely scientific fairy tales out of Bellamy. 

She did not see a Red River flood, but she knew 'the grass
hopper years' and, year in and year out, the typhoid scourge 
that is now almost forgotten. She knew hardship and anxiety, 
hope and accomplishment, as only pioneer women can know 
them. And she saw her friends set out for the 'Indian coun
try' in the Saskatchewan Rebellion of 1885, for South Africa 
in 1900, while in late middle life came the Great War, from 
which her only son did not return. 

Mary MacRae, Elisabeth Johnstone, Mary Irvine and 
Isabella MacRae ... three generations of women who link 
our young lives to the past, our new country to the old land 
from which they drew their blood and their traditions. Quite 
ordinary women, they would no doubt have told us much if 
they could have been persuaded to talk for publication, who 
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never earned a dollar or, with one exception, polled a vote, 
who went each one from her father's home to her husband's 
and figured in the census returns thereafter as a person with
out occupation. But of them, and of hundreds of other women 
like them, we might say with Wordsworth: 

The stars pre-eminent in magnitude . .. 
Are yet of no diviner origin, 
No purer essence, than the one that burns 
Like an untended watch-fire on the ridge 
Of some dark mountain; or than those which seem 
Humbly to hang, like twinkling winter lamps, 
Among the branches of the leafless trees. 


