
 

 
Canada First 

 
Charles Adam Mair (1831-1927) 

 
 

Charles Adam Mair was a man of remarkable contradictions. He was a poet, essayist, 
proto-environmentalist, and sympathetic admirer of Canada’s First Nations (in the ‘Noble 
Savage’ tradition of his time). He was also a racist and religious bigot who worked as a 
propogandist and civil servant dedicated to putting the prairie to the plow and supplanting its 
native and Métis inhabitants with white, Protestant, settlers. Mair was an important early 
proponent of Canadian nationalism, but his vision of Canada was Ontario-centric.  

 
Born September 21, 1838, at the village of Lanark, Lanark County, Ontario, Charles was 

the youngest of five sons and a daughter1 born to James Mair (1789-1861) and Margaret 
Holmes (1796-1872). The Mair family of Lanarkshire, Scotland, emigrated to the Lanark 
settlement over a period of about a decade. Charles’ grandparents, William Mair (1746-1836) 
and Janet Sawers (1762-1825), arrived in 1824. In that year they were aged 78 and 62 years 
respectively, and were very likely following a relative who had been among the Society Settlers 
of 1820-18212. In turn, Charles’ parents, James and Janet, with their first four children, followed 
in 1831. 

 
The Mair clan established themselves as merchants. Despite his age, William seems to 

have already established a shop by the time his son, James, arrived and joined him in the 
business seven years later. As that business grew into two large mercantile stores3 at Lanark, 
with a branch outlet at Renfrew, James and his older sons, William, Holmes and James Jr., 
expanded the family interests into the square timber and lumber business.  
 

It was James Sr.’s wish, however, that his youngest son, Charles, should become a 
doctor, and the long educational journey to that end began at the Lanark Village School under 
the tutelage of ‘Dominie’ Robert Mason4. Schoolmate, Rev. Joshua Fraser, writing in 1883, 
recalled their teacher and Mair’s penchant for truancy. 

 
[Mason] was the most characteristic type that I ever knew or heard of of the strange, 
eccentric, oddly-fashioned, antiquated men, who then filled the chairs of learning in the 
rural and backwoods districts … and for nearly 30 years he taught and thrashed in the 
little stone schoolhouse of the village. He was a tall, gaunt, raw-boned, beetle-browed 
Scotchman, an elder of the Kirk, and a true-blue Presbyterian of the hardest and 
sternest cast [and] had become despotic and severe to the last degree … as absolute, 
and upon occasion tyrannical, in his way, as any autocrat of the Middle Ages. He was 

                                                           
1 Richard (1816-1841), William (1819-1864), Margaret (1821-1873), Holmes (1828-1879), James Jr. (1832-1872), Charles (1838-
1927). 
2 Possibly shoemaker John Mair (b.1799) who arrived with his wife Jean from Rutherglen, Lanarkshire, via the Commerce in 1820 
and settled on Lanark Township C-2/L-14(E). 
3 The main store was at 46 George Street, Lanark. 
4 Cambuslang Society Setter, via George Canning 1821, arrived with wife, Helen Gourlie, and five children, three more children born 
at Lanark. Sent out at British Government expense to establish a school in the new settlement. 



severe in his code of discipline – severe! did I say? – that is no word for it. His 
castigations and punishments were simply horrible, yes fiendish. I firmly believe that the 
old man thought, and had as an honest, conscientious conviction in his soul, that the 
beginning and the end of all sound and effective imparting of knowledge lay in the tips of 
the haws5.  
 
Of the boys who were afflicted with the visitation of the rod, perhaps Charles Mair had to 
undergo the severest ordeal … he hated school with a perfect and undying hatred. I can 
safely aver that all the mental and scholastic attainments that he gained during that 
period were absolutely nil. It was quite a common thing to see [James Mair] appear at 
the schoolhouse door, leading [truant] Charlie by the hand; and, stalking up to the desk 
with stern aldermanic dignity say, “There Maister, tak him and thresh the devil out of 
him”.6 
 

 While playing truant, and on visits to his father’s lumber shanties, Charles Mair 
wandered the woods and streams of the Lanark highlands developing a deep interest in and 
love for the natural world. In a later memoir he would write, “I loved the river life, the great 
pineries in winter, where the timber was felled and squared [and] shinty on ice, games, trapping, 
making maple syrup, and visiting Indian encampments”. Although having apparently learned 
nothing at elementary school, beyond how to survive the ministrations of Dominie Mason, 
Charles went on to graduate from Perth Grammar School and then to Queen’s University, 
Kingston, in 1856. 
 

 
Village of Lanark 

 
His father’s dream, though perhaps not Charles’, of a doctor in the family came to a halt 

after a single year of university study. The economic depression of the 1850s put a strain on the 
family businesses. He was called home and spent the next decade working as a clerk in the 
family stores. Despite long days dedicated to commerce, in the evenings he began writing 
poetry, some of it published in the Perth Courier. In 1867, at age 29, Mair returned to Queen’s 
but, once again, he stayed only a single year. 

 
During that final year at university, Mair completed a collection of poetry, Dreamland and 

Other Poems. As the manuscript was being prepared for publication he visited his publisher at 
Ottawa in the spring of 1868. While in the capitol, he renewed his acquaintance with James 
Henry Morgan (1842-1913), then secretary to the President of the Executive Council, whom he 
                                                           
5 Leather strap, usually provided by the local shoemaker but, according to Fraser, Mason frequently substituted by rummaging in 
nearby bans for a discarded piece of harness trace. 
6 Shanty, Forest & River Life, by Rev. Joshua Fraser (1883). 



had met in 1864. Morgan introduced Mair to three friends, lawyers George Taylor Denison 
(1839-1925)7, William Alexander Foster (1840-1888), and Robert Grant Haliburton (1831-1901). 
Beginning as a social group, Morgan, Denison, Foster, Haliburton and Mair, became the core of 
the nationalistic ‘Canada First’ movement. 

 
Dreamland, a small volume of one hundred and fifty pages 

containing 33 poems, was printed at the Citizen Printing House in 
Ottawa and sent for binding to the Queen’s Printer, George Desbarat 
(1838-1893). Desbarat’s print shop was housed in the basement of a 
building he owned on Sparks Street, with the upper floors serving as a 
rooming house. One of his tenants, MP Thomas D’Arcy McGee (1825-
1868), was assassinated in the doorway of that building on April 7, 
1868. Desbarat mounted a plaque on the spot, commemorating his 
friend, McGee. The plaque stirred a campaign of threats and 
harassment against Desbarat, and on January 20, 1869 the building 
was set on fire. Dreamland enjoyed only limited circulation, as a large 
part of the edition had been burned in the Desbarat fire. It was very 

well received by the press of the day, but has subsequently been panned. The Canadian 
Encyclopedia describes it as “negligible as verse” and the Dictionary of Canadian Biography 
concludes that Dreamland "demonstrates a conventional colonial approach to poetry”.  

 
Inspired, in large part, by the assassination of McGee, and seeing the deal that brought 

about Confederation a year earlier as a political transaction among the elite, Canada First set 
out to create an intellectual foundation for a Canadian nationality and to promote a sense of 
national purpose. Mair and his cohort, however, saw the British Protestant component of the 
nation as central to that identity and regarded only the Anglo-Saxon, Protestant, ‘northern’ race 
as capable of harnessing the country’s great economic potential. Canada First’s blatantly anti-
Catholic overtones and implicit rejection of French Canadians meant it had little appeal outside 
of Ontario. Initially dedicated to maintaining Canadian independence from the United States and 
fostering the British connection, their view shifted after Britain signed the 1871 Treaty of 
Washington8 to place a greater emphasis on Canadian autonomy and self-reliance within an 
envisioned imperial federation. 

 
During his Ottawa visit Mair was also introduced by Morgan to William McDougall (1822-

1905), MP for Lanark North9 and Minister of Public Works in the cabinet of Sir John A. 
Macdonald. McDougall was much in sympathy with the philosophy and aims of the Canada First 
movement and he offered Mair a summer job. He needed a research assistant to write a précis 
of government documentation pertaining to the Hudson Bay Company (HBC). McDougall was to 
join a delegation travelling to London that October to negotiate Canadian annexation of the 
HBC’s ‘Rupert’s Land’ territory in the northwest. Well pleased with Mair’s work, McDougall 

                                                           
7 Later Toronto Police Magistrate and Lieutenant Colonel of Militia, in 1887, at Perth, Denison married Charles Mair’s niece, Helen 
Amanda Mair (1865-1939), the daughter of his brother James Mair and Jane Glossop. 
8 Britain gave up fishing rights in Canadian waters to the Americans and agreed to have the issue of Canadian claims for 
compensation for the Fenian Raids dropped from the negotiations. 
9 McDougall was a Toronto lawyer and politician, but when he lost a by-election in 1864, even though he was a member of the 
‘Great Coalition Cabinet’, MP Robert Bell was induced to give up his North Lanark seat in favour of McDougall in exchange for 
appointment as Inspector of Canal Revenues in the Department of Transport. 



further appointed him to the London delegation as his secretary but, at the last moment, Mair’s 
sister, Margaret, fell ill and Mair chose, instead, to visit her at St. Catherines.  

 
Still seeing in Mair a useful ally in promoting his expansionist objectives, just before 

departing for London McDougall secured him a position as paymaster on a road crew, led by 
surveyor John Allan Snow (1842-1870)10, tasked with opening the Dawson Road11 from Lake of 
the Woods to Upper Fort Gary (Winnipeg). The paymaster’s appointment, however, was 
essentially cover for the real task McDougall had in mind; the generation of propaganda 
promoting the valuable resources and limitless opportunities offered to Canada through 
annexation and settlement of the great Northwest. If Mair could produce the copy, McDougall 
had the vehicle for its dissemination. In the 1850s he had been a political writer for the Toronto 
Globe and, even though their political paths had diverged, he maintained close connections with 
that newspaper’s publisher, George Brown (1818-1880), who shared McDougall’s 
transcontinental vision. Charles Mair would never return to university or become a doctor; he 
headed for the Northwest. 

 
The Dawson Road project was presented as an employment generation scheme to 

“alleviate the suffering” of Red River Settlement residents who had sustained an almost 
complete crop failure due to locust swarms in 1868. Of equal or greater importance was the 
political need to address the demands of Canadian (Ontario) expansionists, like the Canada 
First movement, for better communications with the west. In the 1860s and 1870s travellers 
bound for the Red River Settlement from Ontario journeyed by rail through Chicago to the rail 
terminus at Galena, Illinois, on the Mississippi River. From Galena, they continued north by 
steamboat to head of navigation at St. Paul, Minnesota, and then onward by stage coach or ox 
cart to Upper Fort Garry. 
 

                                                           
10 A Provincial Surveyor, Snow laid out several township boundaries in Renfrew, Lanark, Carleton and Frontenac Counties between 
1847 and 1865 and in 1857 surveyed the Mississippi Road. By the time the road was completed in 1859 it had come to be known as 
the Snow Road and when the Kingston and Pembroke Railway reached the Mississippi River in 1883 the hamlet and station there 
was named Snow Road.  
11 Originally surveyed in 1858 by Simon J. Dawson (1818-1902). 



 
Upper Fort Garry 

 
Travelling via St. Paul, Snow and Mair reached Upper Fort Garry in October 1868 

escorting 19 tons of supplies. In compliance with government instructions they met HBC 
Governor William Mactavish (1815-1870) to ensure that the Company had no objections to the 
project. Mactavish, who had received no guidance from London, endorsed the scheme as useful 
to the hard-pressed settlement. When HBC senior management in London learned of the plan, 
however, they protested that the Canadian Government had undertaken the scheme “… as a 
matter of right, as though the territory through which it is to pass were Canadian”. They claimed 
they had already taken measures for relief of the settlement, but reluctantly agreed that no 
impediment would be offered.  

 
A plan to pay workers entirely in provisions did not prove popular; men wanted part of 

their pay in cash and clothing. Forty workers were engaged, however, and work began in 
November. By April 1869 28 miles of trail had been completed, but funding had been 
exhausted. Snow set out for Ottawa leaving Mair at Red River.  

 
Mair’s career as propogandist began shortly after he reached Fort Garry in October 

1868. His first descriptions of the grandeur of the prairie, across which lay “the path of empire”, 
once converted by civilized settlement into “the garden of world”, were presented as letters to 
his brother, Holmes, back in Lanark. As such many of these long screeds, converted to multiple 
columns of type, first appeared in the Perth Courier before being reprinted in the Toronto Globe.  

 
The country traversed is a beautiful one, covered with a tall, luxuriant hay which springs 
from a loamy surface in many places four feet deep, resting upon clay of any depth. 
Inconceivably rich, indeed, is all this country; boundless and rich beyond all description 
or comparison. Farming here is a pleasure – there is no toil in it, and all who do farm are 



comfortable, and some wealthy. What do you think of a farmer within a bowshot of here, 
being worth seven or eight thousand pounds sterling, and selling to the Hudson’s Bay 
Company last week £5,000 worth of cattle: a man who came from Lower Canada 
nineteen years ago, not worth sixpence. As for the future of this country, it is inevitable 
as tomorrow’s sunrise. The climate is delightful.12 

 
 According to Mair, however, the Métis were incapable of benefiting from the riches he 
described, and were the authors of their own hardships. 
 

The starvation here threatens 5,000 of the half-breeds, but only those. The farming 
classes are affected very little, if anything at all, by it. The half-breeds are a strange 
class. They will do anything but farm; will drive ox trains 400 miles to St. Cloud and back, 
at the rate of twenty miles a day – go out on the buffalo hunt – fish – do anything but 
farm, in a country where I myself have dug three feet into solid vegetable loam without 
finding bottom. This is a great country, and is destined, before ten years, to contain a 
larger population than the Canadas.13 

 
 Mair did not, however, regard the Métis as all of quite the same caste; their status 
depended upon the source of their European blood. 
 

In general, the Frenchman married the Indian and sank to the level of her tastes and 
inclinations. In general, the Englishman married the Indian and raised her to the level of 
his own.14 

 
Mair also wrote colorfully about characters he met in 

the border towns or on prairie trails and, apparently oblivious 
to the fact that his ‘letters’ would eventually find their back to 
Fort Garry, described the personalities of the Red River 
settlement. 
 
 After putting up at the Dutchman’s [George Emmerling’s] 
hotel … I went over and stayed at Dr. Schultz’s [John 
Christian Schultz], after a few days. The change was 
comfortable, I assure you, from the racket of a motley crowd 
of half-breeds, playing billiards and drinking to the quiet and 
solid comfort of a home … 

 
I was invited to a dinner-party at Beggs’ [Alexander Beggs15], 
where I found the Governor’s brother-in-law, a wealthy 
merchant here. Altogether, I received hospitalities to my 
heart’s content, and I left the place thoroughly pleased with 
most that I had met. There are jealousies and heart-burnings, 

                                                           
12 Letter dated November 19th, 1868, published in the Toronto Globe January 4, 1869 
13 Letter dated November 27, 1868, published in the Toronto Globe December 27, 1868. 
14 Undated letter, published in the Toronto Globe, 1869. 
15 Alexander Begg (1839-1897), brother-in-law and business partner of Andrew Bannatyne. 

Annie McDermot-Bannatyne (1832-1908) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pound_sign


however. Many wealthy people are married to half-breed women, who having no coat of 
arms but a “totem” to look back to, make up for the deficiency by biting at the backs of 
their “white” sisters. The white sisters fall back upon their whiteness, whilst the husbands 
meet each other with desperate courtesies and hospitalities, with a view to filthy lucre in 
the background.16 

 
Among of the ‘hospitalities’ Mair enjoyed was a dinner party at the home of Andrew 

Graham Ballenden Bannatyne (1829-1889), former HBC official and, by the 1860s, the largest 
merchant and richest man in the Red River settlement. Bannatyne’s wife, and hostess at the 
dinner, was Annie McDermot-Bannatyne (1832-1908), a Métis. On that occasion, Mair, having 
had too much to drink, disappeared from the company and Annie found him kissing a maid in 
the kitchen.  
 

His brother [Holmes Mair], with the colossal indiscretion which distance in Canada 
begets, sent the letter to the ‘Perth Courier’. The ‘Toronto Globe’ picked it up, and, of 
course, the ‘Globe’ was taken in Red River.17 

 
When a copy of the Globe carrying Mair’s letter describing “backbiting … half-breed 

women … with no coat of arms but a totem” found its way into the hands of Annie Bannatyne, 
she showed Mair what Red River women were made of. Annie gave orders to a clerk in her 
husband’s store, where the post office was located, that when Mair showed up to collect his 
mail, she was to be informed immediately. Unlike Mair, the clerk knew better than to cross Annie 
Bannatyne, and, at 4:00 o’clock on a Saturday afternoon, he hustled to the Bannatyne home to 
report that Mair had arrived.  
 

She quickly throws a shawl on her head and bursts into the post office; holding a large 
whip in her hand. Without hesitating, she advances on Mair, seizes his nose between 
her fingers and gives him five or six strokes of the whip on different parts of his body. 
“Look,” she says, “this is how the women of Red River treat those who insult them.” The 
scene lasted only half a minute. But it appeared longer to Mair who left quickly, daring 
neither to speak nor seek revenge. By evening, the incident was known all across the 
country.18 

 
 Louis Riel told Mair that, in future, he would do well to restrict himself to poetry since that 
way his writing would at least have "le mérite de la rime puisquils n’ont pas toujours celui du bon 
sense [the merit of rhyme since it does not always have that of good sense]”. 
 

The Dr. Schultz, whom Mair was living with when he wrote his letter, was John Christian 
Shultz (1840-1896). Like Mair, Schultz had briefly studied medicine at Queen’s but had not 
graduated and was not, in fact, a doctor. He moved to Red River in 1861, became a 
businessman and speculator and owned several stores.19 Schultz, as a strong advocate of 
provincial status for the settlement, was highly unpopular with both the Métis and the HBC, but 
                                                           
16 Letter from Charles Mair to his brother Holmes Mair, dated November 19th, 1868, published in the Toronto Globe January 4, 1869. 
17 Two Young Men, 1869: Charles Mair and Louis Riel, by W. L. Morton, Manitoba Historical Society, Number 30, 1973-74. 
18 As described by St. Boniface priest, Father Georges Dugas (1833-1928). 
19 Although he had not graduated Schultz still styled himself a doctor. He was later elected to the House of Commons (1871-1882), 
appointed to the Senate (1882-1888) and served as Manitoba Lieutenant Governor (1888-1895). 

http://www.mhs.mb.ca/docs/people/morton_wl.shtml


of common mind with Mair and the Canada First movement. Mair 
was soon courting Shultz’s niece, Elizabeth McKenney. 
 

John Snow was back at Fort Garry, with additional funds, by 
July but found it nearly impossible to hire laborers as the men had 
either returned to their farms or secured employment with the HBC. 
Snow and Mair recruited such workers and they could, but by August 
there was growing dissatisfaction among the men over the in-kind 
$20 per month wage and in September the men downed tools, 
demanding a raise to $25. The demand for increased wages had 
much to do with the fact that Mair was making salary payments in 
the form of vouchers payable at his friend John Schultz’s store 
where Schultz applied heavy discounts. 
 

The dispute escalated, and, when Snow was dragged into the Seine River with threats to 
drown him, he capitulated. Louis Riel would later claim that one of the strikers, Thomas Scott, 
put a pistol to Snow’s head and only the intervention of some Métis had prevented his murder. 
Snow made no mention of a pistol in his complaint, but he did affirm that the Métis workmen had 
been “respectful and their labour honestly performed”, and that it was Canadians and American 
Army deserters who had threatened to kill him. Snow went directly to Fort Garry and laid 
charges against the strike leaders. Two of them were later convicted of aggravated assault and 
fined £4 each. One of those men was Thomas Scott (1842–1870), soon-to-be martyr to the 
Anglo, protestant, Canada First cause. 

 
Work on the road continued 

through the summer of 1869 until Snow 
reported “excitement [among] the 
Canadian half-breed population” and 
asked for an armed force of two to 
three hundred men to preserve order. 
In September, the road work was 
ordered stopped. A deal had been 
struck between Canada and the HBC 
through which Rupert’s Land would 
come under Canadian sovereignty 
effective December 1, 1869. In 

anticipation of the transfer, former Minister of Public Works William McDougall, who had been 
appointed Lieutenant Governor designate of the North-West Territory on September 28, 1869, 
sent in surveyors to lay the groundwork for settlement. As the surveyors laid their straight lines 
across traditional divisions of Métis farms and lands, an armed force of Métis stopped them on 
October 11th. On October 16th, a Métis National Committee was formed under the leadership of 
Louis Riel (1844-1885). 
 

John C. Schultz (1840-1896) 

The Dawson Road 



On September 8, 1869, Charles Mair married Elizabeth 
McKenney (1849-1906) at Upper Fort Garry and, for their honeymoon, 
the couple rode south to meet Mair’s patron, William McDougal, then on 
his way via St. Paul, Minnesota, to take up his post as Lieutenant 
Governor of the soon to be proclaimed Northwest Territory. On 
November 2nd, however, when McDougall tried to enter his domain, an 
armed band of Métis met him on the American border and sent him 
back to Pembina, North Dakota. Charles and Elizabeth Mair made an 
about face and, as they travelled north again, were captured by the 
Métis. Released a few days later, they reached Upper Fort Garry but 
found it occupied by the Métis. The same day that McDougall had been 
sent packing, Louis Riel had seized the fort.  

 
The Mairs joined a group of Canadians holed-up in John 

Schultz’s warehouse where they held out into late December when 
Charles was again take prisoner. Elizabeth, however, escaped arrest 
and went into hiding at the home of Anglican Priest Henry George. 

Taken to Fort Garry, Mair found among his captors some of the men he had been short-
changing on the Dawson Road project, and among prisoners already incarcerated at the fort 
were Charles Schultz and Thomas Scott. Schultz and Scott were two of 34 men captured on 
December 15th when attempting to re-take Fort Garry. The Métis had declared a Provisional 
Government on December 8th and promptly tried Thomas Scott, Charles Mair, John Schultz and 
Charles Arkoll Boulton (1841-1899)20 and sentenced them to death. Mair had not been involved 
in the attempt to recapture Fort Garry, but he, Schultz and road engineer John Snow epitomized 
everything that the Métis saw as menacing in the pending takeover of the Rupert’s Land by the 
Dominion of Canada. The three men had been staking land claims which they hoped would be 
recognized when the transfer was completed. 

 
On December 27th Donald A. Smith (1820-1914) arrived at Upper Fort Garry. Smith was 

Commissioner for HBC operations in eastern Canada and had been appointed by John A. 
Macdonald as special commissioner to lead negotiations21 with the Métis council. Exercising his 
influence as an HBC official and distributing bribes, Smith first tried to secure release of the 
incarcerated Canadians. Riel refused to free his prisoners, but he did agree to commute the 
death sentences of Mair, Schultz, Boulton and Scott, in exchange for Smith’s promise to secure 
support for the provisional government from the English parishes of the settlement. 
 

Negotiations for their release having failed, Mair, Schultz and Scott were among a group 
of prisoners who took their fate into their own hands and managed to escape. On the loose 
once again they went to Schultz’s house at Kildonan, a few miles downriver from the fort, and 
organized a party to free the remaining prisoners. Before that plan could be launched, however, 
the Métis summarily released the remaining prisoners. Led by Scott, the men then set out for 
Portage La Prairie where, beyond the reach of Louis Riel, most Canadians had sought refuge. 

                                                           
20 Great-grandson of D’Arcy Boulton (1759-1834). D’Arcy Boulton was the father of Perth’s first lawyer James Boulton (1801-1878). 
21 Smith was accompanied by Richard Charles Hardisty and joined fellow commissioners Jean-Baptiste Thibault and Charles-René-
Léonidas d’Irumberry at Fort Garry. 
 

William McDougall 
(1822-1905) 



Marching in a blinding snow storm, they passed too 
close to Fort Garry and a number of the party, 
including Scott, were recaptured. 

 
At a public meeting held in mid-January Smith 

presented John A. McDonald’s assurances that the 
Canadian Government would confirm Métis land titles 
and ensure Métis representation on a territorial 
council. Riel responded by proposing a convention of 
40 representatives to consider the offer and, on 
February 7th, Smith invited the convention to send a 
negotiating team to Ottawa.  
 

During the ill-fated march from Kildonan, Mair 
and Schultz had managed to escape re-capture and 
reached Portage La Prairie, 100 kilometers (60 miles) 
west of Fort Garry; but, with a bounty on their heads, 
set off in the dead of winter on an 815-kilometer (500-
mile) snowshoe trek to St. Paul, Minnesota. On 
March 4th, as they were making their way to St. Paul, 
and then onward to Ontario, Thomas Scott was taken from his cell at Fort Garry, stood against 
the fort’s east gate, and executed by a Métis firing squad.  
 

Thomas Scott was a rabid Orangeman and Canada Firster. He was also, probably, more 
than a little mentally unbalanced. Born at Clandeboye, County Down, Ireland, in 1842, he 
emigrated to Ontario in 1863 where he lived for a time near Madoc, Hastings County, and 
served in the 49th Hastings Rifle Battalion of Militia. By 1868 he was working on the Dawson 
Road where he emerged as leader of the 1869 labor dispute and assaulted John Snow. Fired 
by Snow, he made his way to Winnipeg where he secured a job as a land surveyor. While held 
prisoner, Scott became a major thorn in the side of the Métis garrison at Fort Garry. He refused 
to accept the legitimacy of his arrest, was verbally and physically abusive to his captors and 
others, was generally obnoxious and simply would not shut up. Even his fellow prisoners asked 
that he be removed from their company. Eventually, when Scott tried to escape again, he was 
re-tried, convicted and sentenced to death for insubordination, fighting with guards, defying the 
authority of the Provisional Government, and threatening to kill Louis Riel.  

 
News of the execution reached Ontario on March 

26th, a week before Mair and Shultz arrived at Toronto, 
but initially generated very little public reaction. Having 
learned, however, that the Red River men were on their 
way from St. Paul, on April 2nd George Denison organized 
a strategy planning meeting between Canada First and 
leading members of the Orange Lodge from across 
southern Ontario; men who represented the foundation of 
John A. Macdonald’s electoral base. 

 
 When Mair and Schultz reached Toronto a few 

Louis Riel (1844-1885) 

Thomas Scott (1842-1870) 



days later, they were met by a crowd of 5,000 Orangemen howling for retribution on the 
murderers of their lodge brother Thomas Scott. On the station platform and at a reception in St. 
Lawrence Hall, Mair and Schultz recounted a highly-colored tale of the Métis insurrection and 
urged Ottawa to send a military expedition to the Red River. Prime Minister Macdonald tried to 
down-play the events at Fort Garry, but Canada First and the Orange Lodge staged a series of 
‘indignation meetings’ across the province presenting Mair and Schultz as “Ontario men” who 
had “suffered imprisonment” at the hands of Riel and were now “refugees” for having “risked 
their lives in obedience to a proclamation in the Queen’s name”22. The meetings demanded that 
an armed force be sent west, that no pardons be granted to Riel or his supporters, and that the 
Prime Minister should refuse to meet with the Métis delegation then on its way to Ottawa. As a 
Canada First delegation set out to deliver their demands to Ottawa the Stratford Beacon 
commented; 

 
An exceedingly intemperate and ill-conceived resolution was passed at the railway 
station, Toronto, by a crowd of some two hundred persons who assembled last week to 
see Schultz, Mair and Setter23, off to Ottawa. It declared in effect that Riel’s delegates; if 
they succeeded in reaching that platform, should not be allowed to proceed further in 
their journey. This was moved by Mr. Andrew Fleming, Grand Secretary of the Orange 
body and seconded by a Mr. O’Neill … a fellow Orangeman, the keeper of a tavern in 
Toronto, known as King William III.  

 
… It is much to be regretted that there should have been a resolution adopted 
threatening mob violence … The place for men like Mr. Fleming is across the lines, 
where Judge Lynch issues his decrees and at the same time enforces execution, but 
people in Canada are under protection of the law.24 

 
As her husband was rabble-rousing in Ontario, the Métis provisional government set out 

to arrest Elizabeth Mair but could not find her. Nevertheless, she risked leaving her sanctuary at 
Reverend George’s home in an attempt to rescue her husband’s papers from the Schultz 
house. Above all she was looking for the manuscript of an epic poem, Zardust and Sélima, that 
Mair had begun at Lanark five years earlier. The Schultz house, however, had been sacked and 
Mair’s papers were gone. Mair believed that Zardust and Sélima would have cemented his 
reputation as a leading poet, but could never reproduce it. Its loss, he said, “broke my literary 
heart”. When Elizabeth went looking for the manuscript she was five months pregnant and that 
July delivered their first child, Maude Louisa, while her husband was still in Ontario. 

 
 Agitation by Mair and his Canada First colleagues soon pushed the Canadian 
Government toward more aggressive action. Concerned that the United States might exploit 
Métis unrest and attempt to annex part, or all, of the territory so recently acquired from the HBC, 
a military force was sent west in May 1870 to assert Canadian sovereignty. The United States 

                                                           
22 After being prevented from crossing the American border on November 2, 1869, on the night of November 30th William McDougal 
briefly crossed the border and, at a point a few hundred yards inside Rupert’s Land, read a proclamation announcing the transfer of 
sovereignty to the Dominion of Canada and his assumption of power as Lieutenant Governor. Having read the proclamation, he 
returned to Pembina, North Dakota, and then to Ottawa. McDougal did not know that, due to the trouble at Red River, the transfer 
had actually been postponed by mutual agreement between Ottawa and the HBC. 
23 John James Setter (b.c1833/37), a Metis born at, and a resident of, Portage la Prairie. What Setter’s connection to Canada 
Firsters Mair and Schultz might have been is unknown. 
24 Stratford Beacon, April 15, 1870. 



refused to allow an armed force to transit through its territory (by the Chicago-St. Paul route) so 
more than 1,000 men, drawn from five regular British Army units and militia regiments in Ontario 
and Quebec, were forced to follow an all Canadian route. They travelled by steamer across 
Lake Huron, marched around the American owned Sault Ste. Marie canal, crossed Lake 
Superior by steamer, and then travelled by small boat and overland along the incomplete 
Dawson Road. As they approached Upper Fort Garry in late August, the Métis abandoned the 
fort and Riel, with many of his followers, fled south across the American border. 
 
 Charles Mair rejoined his wife and infant daughter in October 1870. Too unpopular 
among the Métis to settle at Winnipeg, he established himself as a merchant and fur trader at 
Portage la Prairie, while also styling himself as agent of the Northwest Emigration Aid Society. 
The Emigration Society had been formed by the Canada First movement at a meeting in 
Toronto on August 3, 1870. Although land surveys had not been completed, and the Canadian 
government had yet to establish policies for settlement of its newly acquired territory, the 
Northwest Emigration Aid Society immediately began encouraging young men from Ontario and 
Great Britain to settle there, even though they could only do so as squatters. Mair was not only 
present at the formation of the Society but, even before the organization took formal shape, was 
actively engaged in the campaign to recruit settlers. As part of that effort he visited his 
hometown of Lanark in the spring of 1870 when Schulz wrote to Denison; “Mair [was] at Lanark 
and [was] going into our Emigration scheme which I wish you would work up with him. ...”25.  
 

At Portage la Prairie Mair continued to write for eastern publications, enthusiastically 
describing the west’s, “boundless ocean of land … waiting with majestic patience for the flocks 
and the fields, the schools, the churches, the Christian faith and love of freedom of the coming 
men”.26 These articles were always framed in the aggressive Anglo-Saxon nationalism of the 
Canada First philosophy, where immigrants of “Christian faith” exclusively meant Protestants 
who would sweep the Roman Catholic Métis into the dust-bin of history.  
 
 Seeking better economic prospects Mair moved his business to Prince Albert in 1877 
where he also established the Prince Albert Times & Saskatchewan Review as a vehicle for 
advocating his vision of Canada achieving its imperial destiny through mass immigration of 
English speaking, white, Protestants to the west. Mair’s loud and steady thumping of the 
immigration drum made him a target of continuing Métis resentment, in circumstances where 
the Métis were moving closer to Prince Albert. Following the rebellion of 1869-1870 many Métis 
moved westward from the Red River area to form new settlements at Fish Creek, Batoche, St, 
Laurent, St. Louis and Duck Lake along the South Saskatchewan River, only 60 kilometers (38 
miles) south of Prince Albert. In 1882 Canadian government surveyors reached the South 
Saskatchewan and the Métis once again found their land titles under threat. As dissatisfaction 
mounted, Mair, fearing the return of Louis Riel, took his family to Windsor, Ontario. He sustained 
his western business interests by wintering at Prince Albert in 1883-1884 and 1884-1885 but 
spent the remainder of those years in Ontario. 
 

                                                           
25 Letter from John C. Schultz to George T. Denison, May 30, 1870. 
26 Canadian Monthly and National Review (1875) 



 
Governor General's Body Guard Officers (1885) 

Standing L-R: Major Orlando Dunn, Lieutenant Colonel George Taylor Denison, Captain Clarence A. Denison, Lieutenant 
William H. Merritt. Seated L-R: Quarter Master Charles A. Mair, Lieutenant Frank A. Fleming, Surgeon James B. Baldwin 

 
 At Windsor, Mair returned to literary pursuits, researching and writing a blank-verse play, 
Tecumseh, but when news arrived in late 1884 that Louis Riel was back in the Canadian 
Northwest, Mair dropped his pen to enlist for service as Quartermaster with the Governor 
General’s Body Guard, commanded by Canada Firster George Taylor Denison.  Ottawa began 
mobilizing militia units on March 25, 1885 and, with construction of the Canadian Pacific 
Railway well underway, and assistance from the CPR organization to bridge the incomplete 
gaps along the Dawson Road route, 3,000 troops reached Qu’Appelle by April 10th. At the 
Battles of Duck Lake, Fish Creek, Batoche, Frog Lake and Loon Lake in May and June, the 
Métis were crushed. Mair, however, saw no action, spending about three months with a 
detachment guarding the telegraph at Humboldt (east of Saskatoon). He was back in Ontario by 
July but completion of Tecumseh was delayed as he threw all his energies into ensuring that 
Louis Riel would be executed; an end accomplished when Riel was hung at Regina on 
November 16, 1885. 
 

With Riel out of the way, Tecumseh: A Drama was 
completed in December 1885. Published the following year, it 
would come to be seen as Mair’s greatest literary 
accomplishment. It reflected his view of the War of 1812 as “the 
turning point in Canadian history”. The poem-play honored heroic 
Canadians defending their country and the Shawnee chief 
Tecumseh who, leading “sensible intelligent” Indians, had been 
“villainously wronged” by the Americans and died fighting, in 
Mair’s view, for the British cause. In 1886 the Toronto Globe 
praised the work by drawing comparison to the great bard; “As the 
play of Henry V was a song of triumph to the English of 
Shakespeare’s time, so is this a song of triumph for the 
Canadians of today”. Writing in the Toronto World, Mohawk poet 



Pauline Johnson appreciated that “Mair avoids the usual commonplaces used in describing 
Indians by those who have never met or mixed with them”. Time, however, has been less kind. 
The Canadian Encyclopedia notes that the poem's "blank verse is pedestrian and 
untheatrical", but concedes that Tecumseh “… was important in the development of Canadian 
drama. It presents a vision of Canada as a co-operative enterprise in contrast with the self-
seeking individualism of the United States."  
 

Tecumseh was never performed as a play and is, today, a little-known piece of literary 
Canadiana. Its impact upon how Canadians came to define themselves as a nation, however, 
cannot be denied. In Tecumseh, a Mair-like character, poet-artist Lefroy, enamoured with the 
Indian way of life and in love with Tecumseh’s niece, recites a poem, beginning with the lines, 

 
There was a time on this fair continent, 
When all things throve in spacious peacefulness. 
The prosperous forests unmolested stood, 
For where the stalwart oak grew there it lived … 

 
The influence those lines had upon the opening lines of a later, better known, Canadian epic 
poem-song, Gordon Lightfoot’s Canadian Railroad Trilogy, are striking, 
 

There was a time in this fair land, 
When the railroad did not run, 
And the loan majestic forest stood 
Alone against the sun … 

 
When Mary Jane Hagerman-Robinson (1823-1892), wife of the Ontario Lieutenant 

Governor27, presented Northwest Canada Medals to the Governor General’s Body Guard at 
Toronto on May 24, 1886, she referred to Mair as the “warrior bard”. 

 
A few months later Mair and his family moved back to Prince Albert, where he returned 

to storekeeping and worked as a rancher, real-estate agent and postmaster. At Prince Albert he 
made several false starts on another drama about the British conquest of Canada but his 
published work was limited to an occasional poem. One of those poems, however, The Last 
Bison, published in 1888, led to a substantial work in prose.  
 

In 1889 he was elected to the Royal Society of Canada and his essay, The American 
Bison, With Reference to its Threatened Extinction and Possible Preservation, published in the 
Society’s Transactions of 1890, was expanded and reprinted as book in 1891. From its opening 
line, “There is perhaps no fact in the natural history of America which brings such reproach on 
civilized man as the reckless and almost total destruction of the bison”28, the book is an 
impassioned plea to save the buffalo; “There are in probability not five hundred animals alive on 
the continent”. In that book, Mair, long dedicated to bringing “superior Anglo-Saxon values” to 
the Northwest, frankly asserts that his knowledge of the buffalo came not from Europeans but 

                                                           
27 John Beverly Robinson (1821-1892), Ontario Lieutenant Governor 1880-1887. 
28 The American Bison, Its habits, Methods of Capture and Economic Use in the North-West: With Reference to the 
Threatened Extinction and Possible Preservation, by Charles Mair (1891) 



by “consulting many Indians and half-breeds of experience and of great repute in their day as 
plain hunters” and ascribes the loss of the buffalo to “that enemy of wild nature, the white man”. 
Mair’s plea to save the buffalo played an important role in Federal government efforts, beginning 
in 1898, to establish a protected herd in Rocky Mountains Park, Alberta.29 
 

In early 1893 Mair went to Chicago to help set 
up the Canadian exhibit at the World’s Columbian 
Exhibition (World’s Fair), a display designed to attract 
immigrants to Canada and to the Northwest in 
particular. The centerpiece of that exhibit was a 22,000 
pound ‘Mammoth Cheese’ that had been manufactured 
at Perth, Ontario, the previous autumn.30 Following the 
World’s Fair, Mair spent time at St. Paul, Minnesota, 
working to encourage immigrants headed west to move 
into Canada’s Northwest. While her husband was at 
Chicago and St. Paul, Elizabeth Mair remained at 
Prince Albert serving as Post Mistress to secure the 
family finances. 

 
Returning to the west in 1893 Mair moved again 

and opened stores at Kelowna and Benvoulin, British 

Columbia. Forever the Canadian nationalist he wrote to 
a friend that “These people know nothing of Canada. In fact, they deride everything Canadian … 
it will be a very rich province, but it must be Canadianized” 31. The Okanogan Valley stores were 
not a financial success, however, and in 1896 the Mairs were forced to return to Ontario. 
 
 In its ‘Lanark Links’ column of June 19, 1896, the Perth Courier reported that “Charles 
Mair, who left the village 41 years ago, has returned after having rambled over the continent”. It 
was at the time of this visit home that Mair went looking for ‘the coin under the stone’ that has 
become a lasting part of Lanark historic lore.  
 

Two Lanark Village boys once hid a coin under a stone by Gemmill’s Creek, and the one 
who first returned in manhood to these boyhood haunts was to claim the coin. In the 
course of years, they went their separate ways into the world. Years later one of them 
returned, but though he searched diligently he could not find the talisman or the stone. 
The one who returned was Charles Mair. According to the Lanark Era of June 17th 1896, 
he was refreshing his memories of by-gone days. The same Era reports that “despite 
wide and varied experience, Mr. Mair still gives to Lanark, the home of his boyhood, the 

                                                           
29 Now Banff National Park. In 1898 a few surviving buffalo from Manitoba were moved into the park. In 1911 additional animals 
were purchased in Montana and moved to the park. 
30 See Cheese Stakes by Ron W. Shaw (2017), Global Heritage Press. 
31 Quoted from The Politics of Resentment: British Columbia Regionalism and Canadian Unity, by CyLoke Degrowth (2015). 

Charles Adam Mair (1831-1927) 



first place in his esteem”. The other, who became Rev. Joshua Fraser32, never returned 
to the place of the ‘secret stone’. He died in a hotel fire at Sharbot Lake.33 

 
In 1898, Interior Minister Clifford Sifton (1861-1929)34 appointed Mair as a travelling 

immigration agent, and sent him back to Winnipeg. Sifton aggressively encouraged immigration 
and during his time in office more than 2,000,000 immigrants flowed into Canada, most settling 
in the west. Sifton ensured, however, that these immigrants were of ‘northern European’ stock; 
British, American, Scandinavians and Austro-Hungarians. “Undesirables”, such as Asians, and 
especially Jews and Blacks, were kept out. Populating the west with Sifton-approved immigrants 
fit perfectly with Mair’s view of Canada’s future. 

 
The following year Mair was granted leave to serve as 

secretary to a commission dealing with First Nations northern land 
claims under Treaty Number Eight. Drawing upon that experience, in 
1903 he and co-author Roderick Ross MacFarlane (1833-1920)35 
published Through the Mackenzie Basin: A Narrative of the Athabasca 
and Peace River Treaty Expedition of 1899. Much as The American 
Bison had been a plea to save the buffalo, Through the Mackenzie 
Basin advocated protection of the customs and traditions of an 
innocent people from the corrupt civilization of HBC traders and 
Klondike gold seekers. At the same time, it continued his campaign for 
a Canadian Dominion as a bulwark against American expansionism. 
 

 Mair continued to work as a Customs and Immigration Officer at Lethbridge, Alberta, and 
then at Coutts and Fort Steel, British Columbia, until his retirement, at age 83, in 1921. While 
posted to Lethbridge his youngest daughter Bessie died of typhoid fever in 1904 and his wife, 
Elizabeth, died of a stroke in 1906 while on a visit to Victoria. Charles and Elizabeth Mair were 
the parents of five children: Maude Louisa (1870-1957), married Bertram Edwin Crichton (1867-
1963); Florence/Fanny (b.1872), m. a man with the surname George; George (b.1874); Cecil 
Grandin (1878-1935), unmarried; Mabel (b.1881); Bessie (c1884-1904). 
 
 In January-April 1922 Mair made a trip to New Zealand, stating on his landing card that 
he was travelling “for my health”. On his return, he lived with his daughter, Fanny Mair-George, 
at Calgary, Alberta, until 1924, and then moved to a retirement home in Victoria, British 
Columbia. In 1924 Queen’s University, whose halls he had so briefly graced, awarded him a 
Doctorate of Laws and in 1927 a collected volume of his poetry, prose and memoirs, was 
published. In the introduction, editor John William Garvin (1872–1934) extravagantly described 
Mair as Canada’s greatest poet. Charles Adam Mair died, aged 89 years, at Victoria, British 
Columbia, on July 7, 1927, and was buried beside his wife in Ross Bay Cemetery, Victoria.  
 
                                                           
32 Who described Mair’s Lanark school days in Shanty, Forest & River Life (1883). 
33 The Story of Lanark 1862-1962, by Elizabeth L. Jamieson (1962), quoting Harry J. Walker column, Ottawa Journal, October 18, 
1941. 
34 Canadian Minister of the interior 1896-1905. 
35 MacFarlane worked for the HBC from 1852. He had been in charge of the trading posts at Fort Good Hope (on the Mackenzie 
River west of Great Bear Lake) and Fort Anderson (on the Anderson River upstream from the Beaufort Sea) and in 1899 was 
Superintendent for the HBC’s Mackenzie District. He and was an enthusiastic collector of (Inuvialuit) cultural and natural history 
specimens for the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC. USA. 



In 1937 the Canadian Government added Mair’s name to its list of ‘Persons of National 
Historic Significance’. He is also memorialized by an Historic Sites and Monuments Board of 
Canada plaque mounted outside the Lanark Village Post Office and by an Ontario Archeological 
and Historic Sites Board plaque marking the building at 303 Bay Street, Toronto, where Canada 
First members met in 1870 to form the Northwest Emigration Aid Society. The Lanark and 
District Museum, holds a collection of Mair’s literary works and the Perth Museum displays a 
collection of Western Plains Indian artifacts collected by Mair and donated to the museum by his 
heirs. 

 
Mair’s role as a founding member of the Canada First movement, his strident campaign 

for annexation of the Northwest and his promotion of exclusively white, protestant immigration to 
the territory, contributed significantly to the 1869 and 1884 conflicts with the Manitoba and 
Saskatchewan Métis that, had cooler heads prevailed, might have been largely avoided. His 
imperialism, racism and religious bigotry was however balanced, in some measure, by his 
advocacy of conservation, his defense of First Nations and Métis cultural traditions, and his 
constant vision of Canada as an independent, self-sufficient nation, defending itself against 
American expansionism. 

Ron W. Shaw (2016) 
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