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Introduction





Ruthven Colquhoun McNairn was my Great Uncle. He was also a young writer and left an incredible record of his wanderings, observations and thoughts. He had a remarkable life, cut short by tuberculosis shortly after returning from World War II where he served as Captain in the Algonquin Regiment. 

     In 1933 he was 17 years old, he had finished high school but was suffering from a "melancholy" feeling. He was in a funk, and had a somewhat mysterious health issue and his family suggested he should go to Denver for a change of scenery and some fresh air. 

     Ruthven's mother, Hester Agnes Wilson was born in Ontario in 1884 in Cornwall, but grew up in Denver. Ruthven had heard stories his whole life about what Denver was like, and descriptions of her beautiful home there on "740 Washington" (which still stands today).  She died in 1980 and is buried next to Ruthven in Grove Cemetery in Dundas, Ontario. I remember seeing her once, when I was 8 or 9 years old. My Grandfather Robert Harvey McNairn, Ruthven's oldest brother, took me to see her when she was in a nursing home. She was in her nineties by then. Although it's a faint memory now, and a strange experience for a young boy to visit his 94 year old Great Grandmother,  I am glad I spent some time with her, as I learned later what a remarkable woman she was, with an amazing story of her own. I think it was important for my Grandfather that I connect with her, however briefly, for some reason.

     I had always been drawn to her son Ruthven. My Grandparents had a photo wall in the hallway of their house with family photos of about 25 people or so going back a couple of generations. I was always drawn to the photo of Ruthven. I found most of the pictures "boring" but would just stare at the photo of Ruthven and ask my Grandmother, "who is that?". She would say, "That's your grandfather's younger brother Ruthven. He died after the war and your Grandfather doesn't like to talk about it very much". When I would ask my Grandfather about him, my curiosity too much to bear, he would provide a brief comment, then get that look in his eye, staring in the distance and remembering his brother that he loved so much.  

     Ruthven and his older brother Robert (two boys in a family of four boys – brothers to Norman and Ian), were very close. Ruthven's life was cut short by TB when he returned home from the war, which was devastating to his older brother. My mom recalls a moment when she was young, where "father" went to the hospital in Hamilton to do a blood transfusion in a last ditch effort to save his dying brother. It didn't work. Ruthven died in 1946 at 31 years old, and shortly after they found a cure for Tuberculosis (antibiotics). 

     I think in some ways, I reminded my Grandfather of his little brother. I suppose I have the same temperament and sense of adventure that Ruthven had, and have inherited his sarcastic sense of humor. I think that's why I was always drawn to him, (I could see it in his eyes, that familiar curious look I identified with) and why my Grandfather took me to see Hester, Ruthven's mother, before she died. In fact when I was nineteen, before I really knew anything about Ruthven, I went on a journey not unlike Ruthven's trip in 1933. I bought a motorcycle (it was 1986) packed it up, drove to the East Coast and dipped my feet in the Atlantic Ocean, then made my way across the U.S., before being hit by a car while driving through South Dakota at night - flying off the bike, through the air and into the flat plains under a starry Dakota sky. Miraculously I survived, almost unscathed, and continued my journey (leaving the smashed bike there), taking a bus to Vancouver where I dipped my feet into the Pacific and then hitch hiked to Whistler and up to Whitecourt Alberta to plant trees before buying a VW van and driving home back across the country. I wrote a diary along the way too (though not as eloquently as Ruthven).

     Sometimes it is unavoidable to come to the conclusion that certain things are "meant to be".  I ended up, somehow, with Ruthven's diaries and writings, and eventually dug into them, and discovered, with astonishment and wonder, how interesting his life and writings were. He has a very compelling story which led to the films and this book. Maybe it was destined to happen all along. Regardless I am happy to have the privilege of sharing Ruthven's adventures with the world. 

     Back to 1933 : Ruthven still had some relatives in Denver, who would help him get set up in a boarding house for the time he was in Denver early in the trip. 

     He had what can only be described as an amazingly adventurous experience in that year, 1933, "hoboing" around America during the Great Depression, and before he turned 18 in late August, he had traveled to Chicago, Denver, Colorado Springs, hitch hiked to Los Angeles on "Route 66" which was barely established (but was an official route by then), made his way back to Chicago where he visited the Worlds Fair of 1933, and back home to Hamilton briefly before heading north for his second great adventure of the year: spending a month camping and canoeing in the wilderness of Algonquin Park, Ontario. 

     Ruthven's adventures would help prepare him for what was to come only a few short years later as he found himself leading a "band of brothers" through Europe in World War II as Captain in the Canadian Military's "Algonquin Regiment". Those diaries are for another time, although it is fascinating reading them, in that he really did use the skills he had acquired early in his life adventuring, to survive and ultimately be victorious with his group of hearty Canadians, in the second world war. 

     These historical volumes (Ruthven's two diaries from 1933) have also been made into feature length documentary films transporting the viewer into a different time, almost 100 years ago. It's a very different world and yet strangely, in many ways as you will see, not much has changed since then. The films "Ruthven Goes To Colorado and California 1933" and "One Month in Algonquin Park by Canoe– Summer 1933" capture the essence of Ruthven's journeys, often using footage from the era and occasionally capturing the exact places Ruthven went to, sometimes filmed in the same year.

     One example is when Ruthven arrived in Los Angeles, after a 10 day journey hitchhiking from Colorado Springs, he immediately wanted to get out of town ("I knew before I started this trip that I wouldn't like the big cities") so he "hightailed it" to Long Beach on a train. There had been a massive 6.4 earthquake in Long Beach only two months prior, (known as the "Long Beach Earthquake") which shook the Earth March 10th 1933 while Ruthven was in Denver. Ruthven describes the scene and the buildings that "walked away from their foundation, leaving only the roof behind". Because it was such a historic event there is some archival footage from the aftermath of the earthquake, so I was able to show the exact scenes Ruthven was travelling through and describing in his diary.

     There were other fascinating points in his journey that capture the iconic moments of the era. 1933 was in the Great Depression, and he describes scenes like the Chicago railyards, and the "unemployed working men" gathered in parks, hitchhiking and hoboing. Prohibition ended late in 1933. In April of that year it was finally legal to sell low alcohol beer (3.5%) and by the end of the year prohibition had officially ended.  Ruthven was only seventeen and that didn't interest him, but it was a sign of the day. He got to see the great Russian pianist Rachmaninov perform while in Denver. He loved going to movies and there seemed to be theatres everywhere – I guess because no one had TV's and that was the only way you could see a "motion picture". Route 66, the iconic "Mother Road" route from Chicago to Los Angeles, was how Ruthven got into California. It had been established as a route seven years earlier, but was in it's infancy and not yet what it is today, some sections were dirt roads through the desert and not well established. Ruthven makes no mention of "route 66" even though there would have been some signs up at that point. The diary is full of amazing anecdotes and history, these are just a sample. 

     He was always working on improving his writing, and experimenting in different ways, capturing the moments he experienced with accuracy and economy, and with a wry sense of humor. I have come to really appreciate his simple style, and it's even more remarkable to consider he was a seventeen year old young man, venturing into the world and unknown territory, often with not a cent to his name, leaving his home in Hamilton Ontario and heading out into the world and recording his observations.

     He had a love and an interest in nature, but also in people. He loved to meet and describe interesting characters he would meet along the way, in his sparse style he would find a humorous anecdote or a brief moment that stood out and capture it beautifully. A poignant  moment on his journey, which he takes a considerable amount of time to describe, is when he meets a young vagabond poet, while staying at the "Y". Ruthven was intrigued and bought him breakfast and was amazed to discover the young man was an incredible poet. He shared some of his poetry, which Ruthven described "way better than anything I could do". The man's name was John Maupin, and he used the pen name of "Stanley Watson". It is a brief encounter, a chance meeting, captured eloquently, with a young genius hobo, who produced great works, now lost to history. You are left with the feeling of wanting more – who was this mysterious man that appears briefly in Ruthven's journey? What is his story? 







OEBPS/images/f760611e-818b-4990-bda6-85465889400d.png







