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THE GOVERNOR GENERAL’S HISTORY AWARDS

Imagine nation
Canadians everywhere are sharing stories – and working to ensure a future for history in Canada

When Amelia Burritt cast her 
vote in the 1920 Manitoba 
provincial election, it was 

possibly the happiest day of her life. 
And what a life it was.

Ms. Burritt had just turned 98 and 
finally achieved what she had fought 
for with all her heart – to have a say, be 
treated as an equal and not dismissed 
simply because of her gender. As she 
marked her ballot, did she think back to 
1916 when she had doggedly gathered 
more than 4,000 pro-suffrage signa-
tures? Did she think of all the meetings 
she had attended, all the rallies? Very 
likely yes, as well as silently giving 
thanks to the women who had toiled 
alongside her to achieve this victory.

The right to vote – so basic that it’s 
often taken for granted today – was 
the result of women and their allies 
working together in the cause of social 
justice.

Today we see women’s suffrage as 
an inspiring moment in Canadian his-
tory. And we continue to draw inspira-
tion from the many Canadians – young 
and old – who are working right now 

to make history in their own right:  
from the teachers who are encourag-
ing new generations to explore the 
past, to the professional historians 
who are breaking new ground in our 

understanding of history; from the 
young people who are using social 
media and new technologies to tell 
family and community stories, to the 
artists, writers, and filmmakers who 
are creating engaging works of popular 
history for audiences both in Canada 
and around the world.

Canada’s History Society is proud to 
partner with, recognize and celebrate 
these amazing Canadians who are 
dedicating so much to the cause of 
history.

Founded in 1994, the society pub-
lishes Canada’s History magazine, 
Kayak: Canada’s History for Kids, 
and CanadasHistory.ca. It also brings 
together the best and brightest of the 
history community through its annual 
Governor General’s History Awards.

In the following stories, you will 
meet some of this year’s amazing 
awards recipients: from bestselling 
author Lawrence Hill to the Musqueam 
Indian Band of British Columbia; from 

historian Jean Barman, who studies 
the lives of First Nations women in 
the fur trade, to teachers such as Craig 
Brumwell and Kathryn Whitfield, who 
work tirelessly to show students that 
history is anything but boring.

On October 16, we gathered together 
at Rideau Hall in Ottawa for the official 
awards ceremony. We raised a toast 
to the recipients and their families and 
friends, and returned home invigo-
rated – ready to continue the vital work 
of encouraging all Canadians to share 
their stories with each other.

Janet Walker is the president and CEO 
and David Ross is the chair of Canada’s 
History Society.
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George-Étienne Cartier in 1834. Stu-
dents present their research before 
the class and, when they’re done, 
the class sings the song together. 
“This process gives the opportunity 
to our young students to experience 
the emotions felt by Canadian people 
living in the past and to associate them 
with important aspects of our culture,” 
explains Bouchard. 

A Manitoba high school teacher is 
being honoured for her educational 
exchange showcasing the big histo-
ries of her small community. Jacquie 
Mydynski-Arp, a teacher at Swan 
Valley Regional Secondary School, is 
the winner of the Society for Educa-
tional Visits and Exchanges in Canada 
(SEVEC) History Award after she orga-
nized an exchange with students 
from Collège Trinité in Saint-Bruno-
de-Montarville, Qué. Students took 
part in an “Amazing Race” through 
the town of Swan River and learned 
about Aboriginal culture and logging 
in the region. 

Calgary, Shashi Shergill’s Grade 9 
students delve deep into the his-
torical and contemporary relationship 
between Aboriginal and non-Aborig-
inal peoples in Canada. The project, 
called All My Relations, takes students 
through treaty agreements and signifi-
cant events in the past five centuries 
that have helped to shape the complex 
relationship. That includes a close look 
at the 1996 Royal Commission on 
Aboriginal Peoples, which called on 
Canada to work out a more fair and 
lasting relationship with First Nation 
communities. The students’ research 
has been showcased at the University 
of Calgary and Mount Royal University. 

Yoland Bouchard takes a musical 
approach to teaching history at Collège 
Mont Notre-Dame de Sherbrooke in 
Sherbrooke, Qué. Mr. Bouchard starts 
by putting his students in teams of 
two and assigning them a song to 
analyze within its historical context. 
Some of the songs on his list include: 
“The Huron Carol,” written by Jean de 
Brébeuf in the 1600s; and “Ô Canada! 
mon pays! mes amours!” written by 

a local playwright, Debbie Patter-
son, to create a 45-minute play called 
Shadows of Manitoba’s Past. They 
presented their work through mono-
logues and audience interactions, 
helping to teach others about the last 
300 years of Manitoba’s history. 

After taking Kathryn Whitfield’s his-
tory class at Toronto’s Northview 
Heights Secondary School, students 
will never see downtown Toronto 
the same way again. Ms. Whitfield 
asks her students to participate in 
“Historical Thinking Missions,” to learn 
about the past in an area known as 
St. John’s Ward. This location, where 
the Eaton Centre and Nathan Phillips 
Square now stand, was home to small 
factories and slum housing more than 
a century ago. By looking through 
photographs, tax records, and census 
data, students learn what life was like 
in the Ward back in the day. They also 
do comparison works on how different 
locations in the Ward have changed 
over the years.

At the Connect Charter School in 

At Kitsilano Secondary School in 
Vancouver, teacher Craig Brumwell 
uses today’s technology to teach stu-
dents what life was like at their high 
school during the Second World War. 
The lesson, called Shifting Commit-
ments: Safety, Security and Sacrifice 
in a Changing World, helps students 
appreciate the difficult choices their 
predecessors made more than 75 year 
ago. For instance, Mr. Brumwell uses a 
GPS-activated game that puts students 
in the position of having to go back to 
1944 and decide if they’ll enlist to fight 
in the war. Part of the exercise includes 
fictitious conversations based on the 
lives of real students who went to the 
school during that time. 

At University of Winnipeg Collegiate, 
Jennifer Janzen’s students do more 
than research history – they act it 
out for the public’s benefit. The class 
examines well-known figures from 
Manitoba’s past, such as Métis leader 
Louis Riel and social activist Nellie 
McClung, to help students discover 
how each person influenced history. 
Students have also collaborated with 

Saskatchewan high-school teacher 
Kim Sadowsky starts her native 
studies class with the question 

“What is a Treaty person?” This is the 
beginning of a semester-long treaty 
simulation for students at Thom Col-
legiate in Regina. Students seek to 
re-enact Canadian history by taking 
on roles of indigenous and non-indig-
enous peoples. The class starts with 
treaty negotiations, where students 
gain understanding and perspective 
on key historical events such as the 
creation of the Indian Act, the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission and 
residential schools. By the end of 
the course, students gain a better 
understanding of the current social 
issues faced by Aboriginal peoples in 
Canada. “By re-enacting different roles 
and living through these experiences, 
students are able to pull out ideas and 
learnings that I don’t think they could 
get by just reading it from a book,” 
says Ms. Sadowsky. As part of the 
program, Ms. Sadowsky also invites 
politicians, authors and residential 
school survivors to class to talk with 
students about their experiences. 

Active learning, lasting impact
Canadian teachers embrace technology, role play and music to bring the past to life

THE GOVERNOR GENERAL’S HISTORY AWARD FOR  
EXCELLENCE IN TEACHING

Above: Kim Sodowsky. Clockwise from top left: Craig Brumwell, Jennifer Janzen, Kathryn Whitfield, Jacquie Mydynski-Arp, Yoland Bouchard, Shashi Shergill.
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In their own backyards
Communities take a creative approach to preserving memories

Youth award winners
Young people across Canada were recognized in three categories

 

THE GOVERNOR GENERAL’S HISTORY AWARD FOR  
EXCELLENCE IN COMMUNITY PROGRAMMING
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We are working together with Canada’s History to make a 
difference in our communities.

Congratulations to the recipients of the 2015 
Governor General’s History Awards!

The Governor Gen-
eral’s History Award 
for Excel lence in 

Community Program-
ming recognizes projects 
that encourage public 
participation in local his-
tory. 

The first recipient was 
the Musée de la Gaspésie 
in Gaspé, Qué. Instead 
of bringing history to its 
people, the institution asked commu-
nity members to bring their historic 
articles to the museum. Residents 
rummaged through their basements 
and attics for significant treasures and 
submitted them for consideration as 
part of a project called Tout un héri-
tage (What a Heritage!). 

From there, the museum chose a 
series of artifacts, everything from 

Second World War medals to a journal 
dating back to 1896. The items were 
showcased in exhibits across the com-
munity’s 15 libraries and have been 
viewed by more than 30,000 people. 

The second recipient of this award 
was the Coyote Flats Oral History Proj-
ect, created in Picture Butte, Alta. The 
project was part of an effort to pre-
serve the memories of older residents 

in the community, located about 200 
kilometres south of Calgary. Led by 
mentors at the Centre for Oral History 
and Tradition at the University of Leth-
bridge, students put together video 
interviews of seniors from the Picture 
Butte area discussing growing up in 
the region. The videos are archived 
at the University of Lethbridge and 
available for online viewing.

KAYAK KIDS’ ILLUSTRATED  
HISTORY CHALLENGE

Claire Sie, Delta, B.C.
Lou Savard, St-Jérôme, Qué

ABORIGINAL ARTS & STORIES

Mary McPherson, Thunder Bay, Ont.   
Isaac Narciso Weber, Toronto, Ont.   
Sunshine O’Donovan, Merritt, B.C.   
Shaelyn Johnston, Burnaby, B.C.

GOVERNMENT OF CANADA 
HISTORY AWARDS

Andrew Yin, Richmond Hill, Ont.
Josiane Breton, Sherbrooke, Qué

Claire Sie, Lou Savard, Mary McPherson, Isaac Narciso Weber, Sunshine O’Donovan, Shaelyn Johnston,  
Andrew Yin, Josiane Breton

Left: Interviewing 
older community 
residents for the 
Coyote Flats Oral 
History Project.

Right: Musée de 
la Gaspésie, a 
treasure trove of 
personal artifacts.

c̓əsnaʔəm, the city before the city changes perspectives on history.

Making it right
Honouring First Nations village, 
footprint for Vancouver

THE GOVERNOR GENERAL’S HISTORY AWARD FOR  
EXECELLENCE IN MUSEUMS: HISTORY ALIVE!

MMost Canadians consider Van-
couver one of the country’s 
newer cities. In reality, the 

Vancouver area has been occupied 
for thousands of years and is “one of 
the most significant sites of ancient 
cultures in Canada,” according to 
Terry Point, co-curator of the exhibit 
awarded this year’s Governor Gen-
eral’s History Award for Excellence in 
Museums. 

The groundbreaking exhibit, entitled 
c̓əsnaʔəm, the city before the city: 

a collaborative exhibition created in 
partnership with the Musqueam Indian 
Band, the Museum of Anthropology 
(MOA) at the University of British 
Columbia, the Museum of Vancouver 
(MOV) and the University of Waterloo. 
c̓əsnaʔəm (the Musqueam word for 
exhibit) showcases belongings and 
ancestral remains discovered during 
the past 125 years by archaeologists 
and collectors. 

Held simultaneously at the Mus-
queam Cultural  Education and 

Resource Centre and the two muse-
ums since January 2015, the exhibit 
connects visitors with one of the coun-
try’s largest ancient village and burial 
sites and the location of modern-day 
Vancouver. 

The event has allowed the Mus-
queam nation to share its powerful 
5,000-year history and its continuing 
significance in today’s society. For 
instance, the MOA’s multimedia rich 
exhibit highlights language, oral his-
tory and the Musqueam community’s 
recent actions to protect c̓əsnaʔəm, 
while the MOV draws connections 
between the history of colonialism 
and Musqueam culture. 

The exhibit is aimed at “righting 
history by creating a space for Mus-
queam to share their knowledge, 
culture and history and to highlight the 
community’s role in shaping the City 
of Vancouver,” explains Musqueam 
cultural adviser Larry Grant.

Taking the 
blinders off
Author Lawrence Hill encourages Canadians 
to examine their history truthfully

THE GOVERNOR GENERAL’S HISTORY AWARD FOR  
POPULAR MEDIA: THE PIERRE BERTON AWARD

Author and historian Lawrence 
Hill was 14 years old when he 
dropped the Hardy Boys series 

and started digging into the books his 
activist parents had filed away on the 
family bookshelf. 

His black father, who helped create 
the Ontario Human Rights Commis-
sion, as well as the Ontario Black 
History Society along with his white 
mother, had a huge collection of fic-
tion, non-fiction and poetry books 
largely from well-known African Amer-
ican writers. Mr. Hill’s parents also 
penned their own books about black 
history in Canada.

“I just started eating that up, to find 
myself in black literature and to see 
a world that I could identify with. It 
made me want to write,” says Mr. Hill, 
who soon after began banging out his 
own words on his mother’s typewriter. 

He hasn’t stopped since. 
Mr. Hill is perhaps best known today 

for The Book of Negroes, named after 
a historical document that recorded 
the names of African Americans who 
fled to Canada during the American 
Revolution to fight for the British in 
exchange for their freedom. The book, 
Mr. Hill’s first historical fiction, has 
earned him the Governor General’s 
Award for Popular Media, also known 
as the Pierre Berton Award. 

Mr. Hill recently released another 
book, The Illegal, which is set in the 
future. He is currently writing a screen-
play based on the book for an upcom-
ing film. The rights for The Illegal 
were sold to the same development 
company that made The Book of 
Negroes into a TV miniseries. Mr. Hill 
has also started to write another his-
torical fiction book documenting the 
African-Americans who helped build 
the Alaska Highway after the bombing 
of Pearl Harbor in 1941. 

He hopes his stories will help 
awaken more Canadians to the reality 
that racial injustice didn’t just happen 
in the United States, but also in their 
own country.

“As Canadians we seem to have 
this unfortunate national trait of being 
more aware of racial injustice in the 
land of our American neighbors than 
in our own country,” Mr. Hill says. “I 
think that we need to face our own 
history and confront it not as a guilt 
or blame exercise.  I don’t think that is 
the least bit productive. Instead, I seek 
to provoke Canadian readers and oth-
ers to see the colour and drama and 
struggle in our own history.” 

Lawrence Hill

Building  
British Columbia
Shining a light on French Canadian fur trappers
and First Nations women 

THE GOVERNOR GENERAL’S HISTORY AWARD FOR SCHOLARLY RESEARCH: 
THE SIR JOHN A. MACDONALD PRIZE

Jean Barman had written a handful 
of books about the history of Brit-
ish Columbia over the years, but 

realized one day that French Canadi-
ans were absent from her work.

She then set out to write her latest 
book, French Canadians, Furs, and 
Indigenous Women in the Making 
of the Pacific Northwest, winner of 
the Governor General’s Award for 
Scholarly Research.

The book includes rare archival 
sources that highlight the significance 
of the role of French Canadians in 
British Columbia’s history between 
the 1790s and the 1840s. Ms. Barman 
says she was able to tease out the 
stories from fur trading records and 
other “happenchance” materials. 

The most meaningful part of writ-
ing the book, she says, was uncov-
ering stories about the indigenous 
women with whom the French Cana-
dian men made their lives. 

“I didn’t start out to write the book 
with women in mind,” says Ms. 
Barman, a professor emeritus in the 
Faculty of Education at the University 
of British Columbia. “It turned out to 
be very different in its outcome than 
I had planned.”  

Her book also looks at how French-
Canadian fur trappers drove the fur 
economy, becoming the first non-
indigenous people in the area to 
farm and contribute to the division 
of the Pacific Northwest, resulting in 
Canada’s Pacific shoreline.

Jean Barman


