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Ruthven Colquhoun McNairn was my great uncle - my Grandfather’s beloved younger brother. 

Born in Toronto in 1914 he grew up on Brunswick Ave, attending Central Tech as his father worked as a Geology professor at McMaster University, which was located in Toronto until 1930 before it moved to Hamilton. Ruthven moved with his family to Hamilton when he was 16, and later to neighboring Dundas.

He left an amazing record of his life in his diaries. In 1933 Ruthven had just finished high school and was searching for adventure. In early summer, he had finally returned home from a four-month journey across America - first by train to Chicago, then to Denver Colorado where he explored the city (where his mother was raised) and its mountainous countryside, eventually hitchhiking to Colorado Springs and onwards through New Mexico, Arizona and California (on the recently established route 66) to Los Angeles. 

This epic diary is published under the name “Ruthven Goes to Colorado and California 1933”, and is also a feature length documentary film. 

He had a grand time exploring America, capturing the scenes and the fascinating characters he met along the way as people lived through the challenges of the Great Depression. He saw its impact first hand and how people survived, saw the amazing countryside of the American Southwest, and even went to Hollywood not long after the first talking motion pictures were produced and the film industry was entering a new era.

As adventurous as he was, while he was away he often asked himself how long could he wander - at times becoming homesick, longing for his family (his parents and three brothers) but the wanderlust deep within was a strong and counterbalanced force.  After four months on the road, he returned home to Hamilton in June of 1933, finding great joy in seeing his family once again, but only a few short weeks later he felt the urge to go on another adventure and made his way to the vast wilderness of Algonquin Park with his friend Colin Cam to spend a month canoeing and camping in the park.

This book is his diary from that month in the Park in 1933. 

Ruthven was a young writer and he was always practising his craft. That’s what makes his diaries so intriguing. Firstly, they are full of adventure, but secondly, they are written in a way that captures the attention often with humour and a sarcastic wit. He writes sparingly, but makes sure each sentence counts. He writes of ordinary experiences with the same effort as describing his wildest adventures.

Ruthven’s experiences roaming the countryside would build his character, wisdom and resolve to guide him as he served as Captain in the Algonquin Regiment fighting in World War II in Europe, leading a gang of hardy Canadian men through the most difficult challenge of them all. His writing became very sparse during the war. He kept a diary, but was not trying to capture the horror of it all. Sometime during the war, as the war was ending Ruthven contracted tuberculosis, which would fester and became worse slowly over time until finally taking his life two years after returning from victory in Europe.

But in 1933 Ruthven was an energetic and smart young man. The quality of education at that time and a strong family upbringing had produced a man wise well beyond his years. His Algonquin diary describes a trip through the park, touching on the major aspects of the park in those long gone days. The lakes are the same as are many of the places, but a lot has been lost to history and swallowed up by the Algonquin forest. One of the things that remains to this day is Bartlett Lodge where Ruthven started his journey on Cache Lake, however the massive complex surrounding the train station where Ruthven arrived in the park – the Highland Inn with a post office, a general store and an ice cream shop, are all a distant memory, an echo on the Cache Lake shoreline. This bustling hub has all but vanished so many years later, and the Inn torn down - the decision being made years ago to let the land return to it's wild state.

Ruthven loved nature and liked to identify and describe the wildlife and the geology of the land. In particular he was fascinated by deer, and this tells an interesting tale of what the environment was like in Ontario in 1933. Whenever Ruthven saw a deer, he would marvel at their beauty and he would always try to take a picture if he could. He wrote about the deer he saw in the hills surrounding Denver and Colorado Springs, so fascinated by them, and when in the north he remarked how many deer were in Algonquin Park – and how beautiful they were - because there were none anywhere near his home in Hamilton or in the Dundas Valley.

Well, a lot has changed since then because now there aren’t many deer in Algonquin Park and there are lots of deer around Hamilton and Dundas. 

Back in 1933, there were very few restrictions on how many deer could be killed and in populated areas deer were virtually eliminated, however deer were thriving up north in Algonquin Park. This is partly because there were few people and lots of open space to graze for food. Algonquin Park had been actively logged for decades and open spaces were more prevalent than they are today, where the deer could find food. 

It is very common to see deer around Hamilton and Dundas today. Hunting is tightly controlled, there is plenty of open land and deer are thriving, but back then they had been hunted out and were nowhere to be found. Interestingly, Algonquin Park had the opposite happen, the open land became filled in and the forests bigger and more dense – and there is much less suitable deer habitat. I don’t think I have ever seen a deer in Algonquin Park, but I’ve seen plenty of Moose.

There was a strong summer camp culture in Algonquin Park in those days and the fire still burns strong with most camps still operating almost 100 years later. Ruthven weaved in and out of the camps on his journey, interacting with people along the way, they on their own summer adventures. There’s Camp Ahmek, and Wapomeo - the Taylor Staton camps - Pathfinder, the “American outfit”, Tanamakoon, and Camp Northway among others.

Near the end of his journey, while near Cedar Lake, Ruthven had a couple of meals at Kish Kuduk Lodge. The ruins of this lodge are still visible in the forest today. Ruthven brings the place to life again through his diary. Ruthven interacted with the Rangers and stopped by the various Ranger cabins along his route, some of which are still standing. 

His diary is a quintessentially Canadian tale, through historic Algonquin Park which is very different - in some ways actually less wild than it is today - but in many ways, it’s exactly the same.

Ruthven describes paddling through Lake Opeongo and coming across a strange island called “Gull Island”. It was an island with a few dead trees and was completely devoid of vegetation nestled among surrounding islands that were thriving and green. 

As I was paddling through Lake Opeongo one summer I remembered reading Ruthven’s diary and the part about Gull Island and sure enough I rounded a bend and there it was. It was identical to the island Ruthven described, almost 100 years later. It was a rock island with sparse trees and no vegetation – it’s actually a herring gull breeding ground and a great spot for cormorants to hang out – and it was exactly how Ruthven would have seen it so many years earlier - a timeless spot in Algonquin Park.

“One Month in Algonquin Park by Canoe 1933” is the film version of this diary. Ruthven’s trip was recreated using archival footage from the era for a fascinating journey in Ontario Parks history.

The trip begins from Hamilton, as Ruthven prepares to take a train, through Toronto and on to Cache Lake.
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