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On the Trail of a Canadian Hero


Shirlee Smith Matheson
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I HAD LONG BEEN SEEKING a Canadian hero, to feature in a story or perhaps even as a basis for song lyrics. The United States has many. We constantly hear their songs of worship and learn of their contributions to American history, sports and culture, but Canadian heroes seem all too rare. We know they must be here, coexisting with the general populace, but how does one find such a creature?

By plotting basic human needs and habits, it became evident that tracking a hero would be similar to tracking a forest animal. They all must drink. As most naturalists simply establish themselves at likely-looking watering holes and wait, I decided to employ the same tactics.

The nearest watering hole to my domain was the one and only local hotel. Its bar was a noisy cavern decorated with objects indigenous to the area: dog sled runners, bear and beaver traps, crosscut saws, double-bit axes (secured to the wall), and the horns and skull of a mountain sheep, complete with eye sockets enhanced by blue lightbulbs. The ceiling was lined with flattened egg cartons to help absorb the noise. The wood floor endured much abuse from scraping chairs, muddy work-boots, spilled beer, and detritus of empty potato chips bags and peanut shells. The tables were stacked with beer glasses, and plates containing the remains of hotdogs and pickled eggs, and a centre pile of cash in readiness to pay for further rounds.

This was the environment I chose as the most likely for finding a Canadian hero.

By pursuing my research with the diligence and hope of a novice anthropologist, I soon became established as a fairly regular member of the society that came to drink at twilight. As the regular inhabitants became familiar with my scent, they no longer shied away when I approached them, although I could see they were at once alert and curious as to my purpose. Thus, I spent the greater part of one winter and the following spring on my field surveys.

Had I been using traps to catch my specimen, I would have inadvertently caught many innocent and unwanted types, for during the first months of my sojourn I seemed to attract everything but heroes. In Canada, and especially in the North, a splendid variety of creatures are forced to share the same watering holes. This being the only one within a forty-mile vicinity, it was indeed a focal point. Down they came at dusk: some furtively, hesitantly, casting their eyes right and left as they quickly opened the double doors and slunk into the noisy and darkened interior. Others advanced boldly, befitting such kings and queens of the forest. Still others came toting their mates, sipping for a predetermined time, and then leaving as shadows lengthened and the more voracious of the species emerged.

Quietly I sat, listening, watching, and waiting for that special example. How does one recognize a species never before captured in Western Canada? On I listened, measuring my own liquid intake to not cloud my perception, until finally, in May, on a Friday nearing midnight, I bagged and tagged a hero.

His camouflage was excellent: shaggy hair and unshaven face; a solid build, stocky and bearlike, not fleet but strong and heavy – a startling creature who, I learned, was sometimes given to over-excesses at the watering hole. Although his temper was quick and his habits bordering on bizarre, he was basically a fine animal, of pleasant nature when not riled. I had come to know about him through his constant patronage at my stakeout, and had been amused to learn of his unorthodox reputation as a gourmet cook. “You've never tasted a better beaver or lynx roast, stuffed with wild rice, than one Jim McEvoy has had his hand in. He just works magic with ‘em,” one local inhabitant informed me. “Can that guy cook!”

That particular Friday evening I had greeted him automatically while keeping my eye on the crowd. He sat down at my table and our conversation began with casual and common inquiries: “Where are you working now, Jim?” I asked, knowing he had been unemployed for part of the past winter.

“Chetwynd,” he grunted, his head bobbing at each word. “Crane operator. Swinging pipe.”

“That's a long way to drive–forty miles each way.”

“That's all right. Don't want to work for the Yanks on the dam. Hate Yanks.”

“Why is that?” I asked, although it was not an uncommon statement around here. An American corporation was one of the main contractors for powerhouse construction on the hydro-electric dam being built here on the Peace River.

“Always hated ‘em,” Jim replied. “Hated ‘em in Korea. Know what they had us doing over there? Shooting Americans. Canadian shooting Americans, in a war that wasn't a war, in Korea. Beat that, will you.”

“How did that come about?”

“Well,” he said settling his body back into his chair and his mind back to December 1952, “I was enlisted in the 11th Airborne Division, Royal Canadian Regiment. We were in a place they called ‘The Hook’. The Canadians had gained some territory, pushed ahead, and the Yank troops were told to hold the position. Then up comes Colonel Peter Bingham, says to me, ‘Sergeant, just got orders from the company commander–we've got to form a line back here and shoot every Yank that retreats.’

“We had to form a back-up line to shoot Americans that retreated from the front!”

“Was that common–Americans retreating?”

He gave me a scathing look. “Yep,” he said. “Was.”

“So, the Americans had the North Koreans shooting at them from the front and the Canadians from the back if they retreated?”

“Yep. Kind of caught in the bite, eh?”

“Any of them retreat?”

“No, thank God. They didn't that time. Stupid Yanks, giving us orders like that! Canadian shooting Americans.” He shook his head, a man who had been there, and who carried firsthand knowledge of American wartime buffoonery.

“Well, that's pretty sad,” I acknowledged, and then added, “but you can't judge all the people of the nation by one commander's orders. There are lots of heroes in the United States, too. We hear of them all the time. In fact, you almost have to be a States-side hero before you’re considered one in Canada.”

He sank back in his chair, head slumped toward his barrel chest, his beer glass nearly hidden in his large paw-like hand. He surveyed the dissipating foam on his beer and scowled into the recesses of the glass. Suddenly his grizzled head jerked up, black eyes swung toward me, through me. “I'm a hero in Canada,” he said.

I went wild, nearly scaring off my specimen.

“A hero in Canada,” I repeated softly, as I considered slipping a tether around his foot to hold him. A hero in Canada. “What do you have to prove it?”

“Medals.”

“What kind of medals?”

“Life-saving. Saved a kid from drowning in Wabigoon Lake back in Ontario, 1959.”

After serving two years in Korea, Sergeant James Alfred McEvoy had completed his military service in Ontario as instructor of Small Firearms. And it was here that the lifesaving incident occurred. He smiled, happier now, recalling an endeavor of greater value than standing in line waiting to shoot retreating Americans for the American government.

“I had to dive into eighteen feet of water,” he continued. “Brought him up and used a Holger-Nielsen method, you know, with arms. The kid was down ten minutes. No one thought he’d live, but he did. No brain damage either. He’s still living today.

“I've got them at home somewhere. Nice medals, too. Medal of Honour from the Queen, the other from St. John Ambulance. But, they had to chase me seven years to give them to me. Couldn't find me.”

We talked a few more minutes, with Jim revealing he’d been born in Mine Centre, Ontario, on August 5, 1930, and had received his schooling in Fort Frances. He’d then ventured west to Vancouver Island and worked in the logging industry for MacMillan Bloedel, until enlisting in the army. In 1964, he’d moved to Hudson’s Hope BC, where I’d found him. As a member of Local 115 Operating Engineers, he’d worked as a heavy equipment operator on local projects and pipelines. But now most of the local projects were completed, and so he’d found work in the nearby town of Chetwynd. But, my mind was no longer on the topic of his current livelihood: I had found a Canadian hero.

He left me then, to join his friends at a nearby table while I pondered what he had told me. I overheard his conversation, now on subjects of more immediate importance: the log house he was putting up this summer, and predictions of the moose population this coming fall.

Canadian heroes don't linger much on past glories, I mused. And, poets don't labour over sagas praising their deeds, nor historians painstakingly gather their data for annals of history; schoolchildren aren’t asked to memorize songs extoling their glory. But how great, I wondered, was the distance between an anthropologist’s endeavor to seek out a particular person or species, and those of the lyricist who makes up rhymes and ballads to preserve the memory of such people and bring their deeds to the consciousness of the public? It shouldn't be too difficult to think up a melody and a few lines of verse about my discovery.

Let's see...hmmm, hmmm, hmmmm... That's it! Now, let's try this:

I was looking for a hero, trying to find the man

who could represent Canada, show them where we stand.

I looked in Parliament, and I looked in the schools

but the farther I looked the more I found fools, till I found...

Big Jim McEvoy, drinking in the bar.

Tell them Jim McEvoy, tell them what you are!”

––––––––
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Note 1: James Alfred McEvoy was killed October 2, 1978, the day after he read and approved a draft of this story. It was subsequently read at his funeral by the minister in St. Peter’s Church in Hudson’s Hope BC. My husband William was one of the pallbearers.



Note 2:Alaska Highway News, August 20, 1984,: 

“Local Family to Sue Ford”.

Wanda McEvoy, widow of James McEvoy who was killed when his 1978 Ford F-150 pickup jumped into reverse and rolled over him near Hudson's hope BC on October 2, 1978, is now suing Ford for damages. McEvoy's lawyer is claiming that Ford was negligent in not designing this particular model of vehicle so the automatic transmission could not accidentally slip into Reverse from Park, and further neglected its duty in not informing owners of this danger. No dollar figure for the claim has been stated.



Note 3: See Google: Ford Transmission Failure to Hold in Park – The Centre for Auto Safety
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The Day My Aunt Florence Rode an Elevator With Gordie Howe


Chris McMahen
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I THINK THE ONLY REASON my Aunt Florence invited me over for supper every Saturday night was to watch Hockey Night in Canada with her while Uncle Clyde worked on his miniature train set in the basement. I’d eat my tuna noodle casserole off of a flimsy aluminum T.V. table while she would shout at the T.V., especially when the team she loved with all her heart, the Detroit Red Wings, was playing. 

But Saturday nights with Aunt Florence were never quite the same after Tuesday, June 18th, 1974. That’s the day my aunt had a near death experience which involved her Bible, an elevator, and hockey legend Gordie Howe.

At 1:55 p.m., my aunt pressed the button for the elevator in the lobby of the Eden Gardens Apartments on her way to her weekly Bible study group in Mrs. Burke’s apartment on the fifth floor. When the door opened, Aunt Florence stepped into the elevator. But unlike the dozens of rides she’d taken previously in this elevator, this particular time, Aunt Florence felt as if she had stepped into an alternate reality where she didn’t quite belong–an alternate reality where Detroit Red Wings hockey legend Gordie Howe rides in an elevator. 

Even without his Detroit Red Wings sweater or the number nine on his back, Aunt Florence knew it was Gordie Howe. Even through the snowstorm of T.V. reception that was lousy no matter how much Clyde fiddled with the rabbit ears, she knew exactly what he looked like. And there was no doubt this was Gordie Howe. He did, admittedly, look shorter in real life, but then he wasn’t wearing skates, so that would account for a few inches. 

Even though this was Gordie Howe, Aunt Florence felt compelled to adhere to a strict code of conduct of appropriate behaviour when a single woman rides in an elevator unaccompanied and in the presence of a man who is unknown to her. Stand with your back against the wall furthest from the man. Clutch your Bible tightly to your chest. Keep your eyes focused upon the floor. Stand still. Don’t utter a word. Endure. 

While she managed to uphold her high standards of decorum inside the elevator, my aunt felt like she was immersed in an atmosphere of the ethereal. This was a circumstance above and beyond her earthly expectations. 

Aunt Florence had experienced her fair share of unanticipated twists of fate in her long life. Her brother, Alvin, running off with Reverend Smart’s wife–she never saw that coming. And winning the meat draw down at the Legion eighteen years ago came out of nowhere. To any unexpected incident that fell into Aunt Florence’s straight and narrow path through life, she would say, “That’s life for you.”

But this was different. Nowhere in the script of my aunt’s life was there a scene where it was written, “Ride in an elevator with Gordie Howe.” This was beyond being merely unanticipated. This was unearthly. 

Until this moment, Gordie Howe was a tiny black and white character skating across her ten inch T.V. screen on Saturday nights. Or he was a grainy photo in a newspaper. Gordie Howe wasn’t supposed to be riding an elevator at the Eden Gardens Apartments on a Tuesday afternoon. Only mere mortals did that. 

“There’s an explanation for everything that happens in our lives,” my aunt would wax philosophically, usually after her third sherry before dinner at my parents’ house on Sundays. But this extraordinary circumstance—Gordie Howe in an elevator—had pushed her powers of explanation to their outer limits. “For me to share an elevator with Gordie Howe could only mean one thing,” my aunt said. “I must have died suddenly, and I was on my way up to Heaven escorted by Gordie Howe.” 

Accepting her fate, my aunt wondered about the circumstances of her sudden, expected death. Was she hit by a bus after stepping off the sidewalk to cross Market Avenue? Did she get electrocuted when she pushed the button for the elevator? The possibilities were endless, but ultimately the outcome was all that really mattered. Maybe God was softening the blow of her unexpected death by having her ride up to Heaven with Gordie Howe. 

Did this mean that Gordie Howe had died, as well? Imagine the coincidence. Or maybe in the off-season, he just worked for God. After all, everyone knew he was more than a mere mortal. Whatever the case, riding with Gordie Howe in the elevator to Heaven took a bit of the sting out of dying before her neighbour, Esther Simpson.

“She always had her eye on Clyde, and I had no doubt she’d be moving in for the kill as soon as I was out of the way. But then, why should I be worried about earthly matters when I was riding up to Heaven with Gordie Howe?”

As the elevator rose, Gordie Howe finally spoke to her: “What floor do you want?”

My aunt lifted her eyes from the floor, glanced his way, and said, “Just press the button for the Pearly Gates.”

And so, my aunt soaked up the moment, enjoying this once-in-an-eternity experience of ascending to Heaven in an Otis elevator accompanied by Gordie Howe. 

During the ride, she couldn’t help but reflect upon some regrets. There was that second honeymoon to Niagara Falls she and Clyde never made. And she never did get to hear Neil Sedaka sing “Calendar Girl” in person.

Although my aunt was somewhat disappointed to have her life cut short at the tender age of seventy-nine, her first impression of the after-life was pretty good, especially if this elevator ride was a taste of things to come. Gordie Howe in an elevator, then what? William Shatner as her hairdresser? Stompin’ Tom as a waiter in the dining hall? 

All too soon, the elevator paused.

The door slid open, and my aunt had her first glimpse of Heaven. She’d done plenty of imagining over the years as to what Heaven would look like. She envisioned a bright immaculate place, with pretty much everything a variation of white. 

But her first glimpse of Heaven through the open elevator door was of a dimly lit hallway with a stained red carpet, an artificial rubber plant, and a velvet painting of a matador hanging crookedly on a wall. 

This couldn’t be the right floor. Maybe the elevator had to stop in Hell on the way up. Or maybe this was Purgatory, because it sure didn’t seem like Heaven.

And then, Gordie Howe did the unthinkable. He smiled, nodded, and stepped out through the open door.

This wasn’t right.

Gordie Howe was supposed to escort her to Heaven, whatever floor that was. 

What was going on here? Where was he going? My aunt’s mind flailed about, trying to make sense of it all before Gordie Howe disappeared into eternity. 

“Wait!” my aunt shouted.

Gordie Howe paused out in the hallway. As the door began to close, she could think only of one way to hold him. 

“Can I get your autograph?”

Gordie Howe held out his arm, the door halted and obediently re-opened.

“An autograph? Sure,” Gordie Howe replied. He pulled a pen from his pocket and clicked the button on the end with his thumb in anticipation of being handed a piece of paper to sign.

My aunt now faced another crisis. She never brought her purse on the bus with her to the Bible study group what with all of those purse snatchers. The only thing she had was her Bible. 

Aunt Florence could think of no alternative. As the door began to close, she held out her Bible, and Gordie Howe took it from her hand just before the door closed. 

She frantically pressed the Open Door button, and a few seconds later, it opened. The hallway was empty. Gordie Howe had vanished. 

But there, on the carpet just beyond the open door, was her Bible. Aunt Florence stepped out of the elevator, picked her Bible up off the floor, and opened the cover. On the first page was scrawled, “Best Wishes, Gordie Howe.”

My aunt heard someone call her name from down the hall. It was Mrs. Burke, standing at her open apartment door. “Right on time, as usual,” she said.

Every year, on June 18th, my aunt brings out her Bible, opens the cover, and points to Gordie Howe’s autograph. Then, she always says to whoever will listen, “You know, the French may have their Joan of Arc, and the Irish their Saint Patrick. But we here in Canada have Gordie Howe. Larger than life, but not too large to ride in an elevator.
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Cold Masks


Marc Watson
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THERE WAS A SOUND IN the open space as the blades cut through the frozen surface like a whetstone passing over a chef’s knife, smooth and harsh at the same time.

That feeling crept in as the world was obstructed and obscured by the cage on his face. His heart was, paradoxically, both full and empty. Hockey was Tyson’s only solace in a world that had moved past him too quickly.

The ice was pristine. A rarity on these local rinks. Some old rat in the maintenance shed cared when they set the levels on the cleaning machine. Someone had really taken their time, trying to capture pure Canadiana. It was likely that people who came here all the time, or worse only once or twice a season, didn’t know how good they had it.

The ice wasn’t full, but more than a few of the younger faces looked up and beamed as he strode confidently across the rink. He could hear the wind in his ears and feel the bite of the season on his cheeks. Was this heaven? If you caught it in just the right light, he was hard pressed to tell otherwise.

The first excited shouts sounded off as he took his place at the lonely end of the rink. It takes a special kind of person to willfully abuse themselves the way he did. Make no mistake, it was absolutely abuse. But for Tyson, it was also therapy, and was far
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