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To the memory and efforts of Mark Robinson,
Blodwen Davies, and my father Bill Little.


“To the living we owe respect, but to the dead we owe only the truth.”

—Voltaire


PREFACE

The Little family has enjoyed (perhaps “enjoyed” is not the best word to use) an odd sixty-plus-year relationship with the Tom Thomson saga. I say “odd” because, after all, it’s not everybody whose father has held the bones of Tom Thomson in his hands.

This event occurred on an overcast day back in the fall of 1956 when my father, Bill Little, along with friends Jack Eastaugh, Leonard Gibson, and Frank Braught, unearthed human remains while digging on the periphery of a very small and rather obscure burial ground within Algonquin Provincial Park in southeastern Ontario, Canada. Local tradition had indicated that the body of the iconic artist had been buried here on July 17, 1917. But, the tradition continued, a mere two days after the burial, the artist’s family had contracted the services of an undertaker from Huntsville, a small town located approximately thirty-eight miles to the southwest, to retrieve the body and return it to the family plot in Leith, another small town located almost 181 miles southwest from the artist’s original gravesite. The Huntsville undertaker’s task had been a challenging one, as it had required that he dig through five to six feet of soil, remove both an oak casket and rough box, and then transfer a terribly decomposed corpse from its original casket into a metal one. The metal casket would then have to be soldered to seal it for transport by train to its final destination. The undertaker would later go on record that he then reburied the oak casket and rough box in the original grave from which he had removed them.

Making his task even more daunting was the fact that the undertaker had eschewed all help from the local populace, indicating that he preferred to work alone. That he chose to do so in the dead of night during the height of the mosquito and black fly season certainly raised a collective eyebrow from the denizens of the Canoe Lake area but, as they weren’t involved with the exhumation, and were probably quite content with this fact, it had been generally assumed that the undertaker had done his job and that the transfer of Tom Thomson’s body had taken place and that it had subsequently been laid to rest within the Leith Pioneer Cemetery of the Leith Presbyterian (now United) Church. Consequently, thirty-nine years later, when news broke that Thomson’s original grave was still occupied, a series of shockwaves spread across the nation.

In the ensuing weeks, newspapers throughout Canada reported on the discovery and, ultimately, the attorney general’s office stepped in to render a conclusion on the skeleton that had been found within the unmarked grave of the little cemetery next to Canoe Lake. Based upon their examination, the attorney general’s office had concluded that these were not the bones of Canada’s most famous artist, but of an indigenous person who had, somehow, found his way not only into Thomson’s original grave, but also into what was left of the artist’s original casket. As the reader can well imagine, such a pronouncement served to raise more questions than it answered. And, indeed, such answers as were proffered by the government as to how such a thing could have happened required such mental gymnastics to accept that many Canadians flatly refused to believe it, and loudly began to question, for the first time, just where Thomson’s body was actually buried.

And that was just the matter of where the artist’s body had been interred! Even more intriguing was the manner in which he died, which has been fraught with controversy ever since his body was found floating in the waters of Canoe Lake on July 16, 1917. Thomson had barely been in his (first) grave when the rumors began to fly—he had committed suicide; there was a love triangle and he was killed by his jealous rival; he slipped and hit his head on a rock and drowned; he was murdered by a cottager over a disagreement about World War I. And those were just the rumors that appeared in the first half of the last century. The second half brought more statements and allegations, such as that the artist was drunk and fell out of his canoe and drowned, or that a lodge owner had killed him over a debt. If ever there could be said to have been anything that was truly “a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma,” the Tom Thomson case was certainly it.

Twelve years after the attorney general had weighed in on the matter, my father was approached by the nation’s television station, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC), and asked if he would assist them with research they were then conducting for a documentary on the late artist. He obliged their request and the television program entitled Was Tom Thomson Murdered? was viewed by millions of Canadians, and served to once again fan the flames of national interest in the matter of the artist’s death and final resting place. Sometime during his work with the CBC, a large publishing house had learned of my father’s research into the matter of Thomson’s death and burial, and approached him with the idea that rather than allow all of his research materials to languish, he should coordinate his archive materials into a book that would throw further light on the mystery. My dad spent the next year writing The Tom Thomson Mystery, (quite literally, as he wrote the entire manuscript by hand and then had my older sister Sally type it out to submit to the publisher). And much to my father’s surprise, when the book was published by McGraw-Hill in 1970 it quickly became a national best-seller. The embrace of his book by the Canadian public revealed that my father was not alone in his belief that there was something quite suspicious about how the artist had met his end and where his body had been laid to rest.

All of the above took place during a period of time that extended from four years before I was born until I was ten years old and, consequently, I grew up with Tom Thomson as part of the family discourse. Indeed, I can’t remember a year when the subject of Tom Thomson wasn’t discussed within our family and, whenever we ventured out on a canoe trip, it was usually to Algonquin Provincial Park, where the mystery of the artist’s death and burial would once again assume center stage. My father had even felt obliged to pack me off to Taylor Statten’s Camp Ahmek on Canoe Lake the summer I was fifteen years old; the very spot where the Thomson drama had played out. In looking back, it strikes me that the specter of Tom Thomson was omnipresent throughout my childhood, like a ghost that needed to be exorcised.

This reached a critical tipping point for me during the early 1990s, when new testimony and archive materials that had not been available to my father when he had written his book became available through various provincial and national archives. Prior to this there had been testimony from people who had known Thomson personally that had been published in the books of authors such as Harold Town, David Silcox, Ottelyn Addison, and Joan Murray. Buoyed by the content of this bounty of material, I decided to conduct some research of my own into the matter by attempting to track down and interview anyone I could find who had actually known Thomson. Starting upon such a quest three quarters of a century after the death of the artist was certainly a foolhardy enterprise, as all of those who had been close friends and contemporaries of Thomson during the final year of his life had for the most part passed on, leaving me access only to those who were the children of those who had known the artist (and consequently who were quite young when they had met him), or those who had known other people who had known Thomson that lived and worked within the Canoe Lake area at the time of his death. Nevertheless, even those who had but minor roles in the Thomson drama had interesting pieces of the puzzle to share, and once these had been pressed into place they revealed a far more complete picture of the final days of Tom Thomson than had been afforded previously.

Thus, 1990 proved to be an interesting year in this regard, as I was able to speak with a number of fascinating people, including conducting what would prove to be the last interview ever given by A.J. Casson, who was at that point in time the last surviving member of Canada’s most famous band of landscape artists known collectively as the Group of Seven. Many members of the group had known Thomson quite well, and so I was hopeful that they might have shared with Casson some insights regarding what they knew about his passing. This was also the year that I had made the acquaintance of a ninety-year-old former trapper and Order of Canada recipient Ralph Bice. Bice had lived and worked in Algonquin Park most of his life and, as I had been told by certain people in the Muskoka area, he was “the man” to speak to if one wanted to know the “truth” about Tom Thomson. As someone who had already amassed a great deal of data on the late artist, I was anxious to pick the brain of this venerable gentleman.

I should note that we in the Little family had grown up with the belief that Tom Thomson was a stand-up guy; indeed, he was a Canadian icon who was everything a Canadian icon should be, shy of being an NHL player. However, it wasn’t long into my conversation with Bice that quite a different portrait of the artist emerged. According to the old trapper, Thomson had a reputation throughout the park for being, in his words, “a drunken bum.” That assessment, I must admit, caught me completely off guard. And while my guard was down, the trapper delivered another numbing left hook to my consciousness with his statement that Thomson (a.k.a. “the drunken bum”) was also a rake, a man who was known to lead women on in the false hope that he would marry them. And then the trapper delivered what he believed was the coup de gras to Thomson’s character; that Thomson not only “couldn’t paint unless he had a bottle of gin,” but was also bombed when he had simply fallen out of his canoe and drowned on that fateful summer day back in 1917. Oh yeah, and he wasn’t much of a canoeist either. In short, everything I had grown up believing Thomson to be—a man of temperance, a gifted artist, a soft-spoken gentleman, and an expert canoeist—was wrong. It was like speaking to somebody from a different planet where down was up and forward was backward. To Bice’s way of thinking, there had been altogether too much fuss made about the man whose paintings are considered to be, in some circles at least, “the visual equivalent of our national anthem.” Granted that such a statement, voiced by the author David Silcox, might be a little over the top, reflecting as it does nothing but a mid Ontario-centric point of view (no one, for example, from the East or West Coasts of Canada, sections of land that border the Atlantic and Pacific oceans respectively, could feel that Thomson’s paintings perfectly capture for them what it means to be “Canadian”), but it does accurately reflect the esteem in which Thomson is held by a vast majority of Canadians. But one couldn’t count the old trapper in amongst that group. As he put it to me that day:


The one thing that’s bothered me is that there is a cairn built to the memory of Tom Thomson—there’s even a lake named after him! Why in the world can’t they let it die? Stop all this! You know, he was gone for fifteen years before they started to make a big thing out of him. When Frank Mason, my brother-in-law, went down there [Canoe Lake] to teach in 1932, everybody would tell you about Tom Thomson—“Oh he was drunk and fell out of a canoe.” Everybody considered and heard that he was so drunk … and Harold Town found out, you know who Harold Town is? He wrote a book about the artist, and he said, “there’s no doubt in the world that he stood up in the canoe to relieve himself [when he died].” I had a man here this morning, he said, “Oh I understand that his trousers were open and maybe his penis was out when he fell.”



The old trapper neglected to mention how his morning’s guest had come by this rather intimate bit of information, as no statement that has survived from any of those who were present when Thomson’s lifeless body was pulled from the water on that fateful July day back in 1917 had ever testified to this. Nevertheless, Bice had voiced his assertions as if the matter were not open for debate.

His mention of Harold Town being the primary support for his beliefs in this matter certainly brought back memories. Town, along with the aforementioned David Silcox, had authored a book entitled Tom Thomson: The Silence and The Storm that had been published thirteen years previously. I remembered the book, as well as their statement within it that “the large majority of drowned canoe fishermen are found with their flies open.” Apart from the grammar of the sentence (a “large majority”—is there such a thing as a “small majority”?—and what exactly is a “canoe fisherman”—one who fishes for canoes?), I had issues with the authors’ assertion, particularly since they had not cited any studies on the matter as evidence (as if there has ever been such a study conducted on the position of pant zippers on drowned canoe fishermen!). Nevertheless, Town and Silcox had presented this as being a categorical fact; that the artist had been drunk, stood up in his canoe to urinate, lost his footing, fell and hit his head on the gunwale of the canoe, and then toppled into the water and drowned. Case closed. An impressively sweeping conclusion that was completely free of any supporting evidence. To my way of thinking, the authors’ assertion was easy to dismiss—and yet here was Bice, a man who (unlike Town and Silcox) had actually been in Algonquin Park when Thomson had met his fate, supporting their contention.

Still, the testimony I had read from those who had been present when the artist had gone missing and when his body was found did not square with what either Bice or the authors of The Silence and the Storm had contended. The reason, I soon discovered, was that the old trapper with whom I was conversing had never met Thomson during all of his years in the park. Indeed, he claimed that the closest he had ever come to the artist was when Thomson had once walked past him at a regatta at Joe Lake in 1915. The trapper then confessed that he hadn’t been in the Canoe Lake region of the park when Thomson went missing, nor when the artist’s body had been recovered from the water. And yet only a week or so before our get-together Bice had written a letter to the editor of a local newspaper in which he lambasted the artist’s character in much the same way that he had with me that day. This is not to suggest that Bice possessed no knowledge of consequence regarding the artist, but it quickly became evident that what knowledge he did possess had been acquired second-hand; i.e., from the recollections of others who had known the artist personally, and that quite a lot of his information regarding the artist’s death had evidently been acquired from individuals such as the author Harold Town, who had been thirty-seven years shy of drawing his first breath when the artist had died.

I recall leaving Mr. Bice’s house that day feeling quite frustrated that my interviewee possessed no more knowledge about Thomson than anyone else who had read The Silence and the Storm and had taken the authors’ statements about his death at face value. Many years later I would discover that my preliminary disappointment with Bice would prove to be incredibly shortsighted, as when I eventually transcribed my interview with him I discovered that he had actually been a veritable fount of information about the secondary players in the Thomson drama, most of whom he knew quite well. And one statement he had made to me that day held particular significance. We had been discussing the possibility that Thomson had been murdered (Bice did not believe this) and when I suggested that Park Ranger Mark Robinson, the man who had been charged by the government to investigate the matter at the time, had been firmly of the opinion that foul play was involved, the old trapper waved off the suggestion. “Well, if he thought that there was foul play involved then he should have contacted the police at the time,” he snorted. “Then this whole mystery would have been solved long ago and they would have known if he was murdered.” On that point we were both in concurrence as not only had the police never been called in to investigate Thomson’s death at the time that it occurred, but from my vantage point the only people who had ever taken the time and trouble to investigate the artist’s death were writers, and their literary offerings over the decades had only brought before the Canadian public a morass of conflicting conclusions on the matter—but this is as it must be whenever writers pretend to be detectives. Such disparate viewpoints served to further muddy the water and only evidenced proof that a proper police investigation into the Thomson case had been sorely lacking from the beginning. However, the fact that the police were not involved in 1917 did not mean that they could not be involved today.

Granted, the matter of Tom Thomson’s death represents the coldest of cold case files, but there does exist evidence, and a fair measure of it, that would at least provide an investigating officer trained in such matters with the information necessary to render an informed opinion on whether the artist’s death was simply an accidental death via, say, drunken urination while standing up in a canoe, or something far more sinister. And certainly any conclusion based upon the experience of such a person (or persons) would be far more meaningful and infinitely more valuable not only to Thomson’s legacy, but also to Canadian history than would be the random opinions of various scribes who possessed little to no knowledge or experience in matters of criminal investigation and forensic science.

To this end, I was fortunate to connect with two detectives from the Ontario Provincial Police (OPP), Daniel Mulligan and Scott Thomson (the latter of whom, it is rumored, is a distant relative of the late artist), who both expressed a willingness to review the facts of the case, and to offer me their professional opinion on the matter. However, now having secured the involvement of the two detectives, the real work began. Both detectives told me that they required all of the pertinent data regarding the death of the artist, which entailed my scouring the archives for all of the testimony from people who knew Thomson and who were also present when the tragedy at Canoe Lake went down in July 1917. Once this material had been amassed, it then had to be arranged in a certain sequence so that a timeline of sorts could be laid out. Consequently, I organized the materials as if a death had just been called in to a local police detachment—e.g., a body was discovered—where? Who discovered it? What was his or her statement regarding the matter? (That was file one.) What was the condition of the body when it was found? (File two) Who saw the deceased on the last day of his life? What was said? Where was he going? How was his mood? Did he seem anxious or depressed? (File three) Was there anybody who might have wished to harm the victim? Did he have any known enemies? If so, whom? (File four) All told, I prepared over seventeen such files for the detectives. And, to my surprise, all of the questions indicated above, and many more that would arise during the detectives’ analysis of the case, had answers in the form of testimony from parties who were there at the time of Thomson’s death. None of the original source material that contained this testimony could be edited; i.e., all of it—from the fawning praise of Thomson’s patron, the Toronto ophthalmologist Dr. James MacCallum, to the disparaging words of the old trapper Ralph Bice—had to be weighed and examined critically. Ditto for the evidence supporting the various theories that had been advanced over the past one hundred years regarding how Thomson had met his fate—from accidental death by drowning, to suicide, to foul play, to the belief of Town and Silcox that a combination of alcohol and standing up in a canoe to urinate caused his death. Once this material had been collected and organized under these various “case files,” it was then turned over to the two detectives for their professional analysis. The conclusions reached by the detectives in this matter represent something unique in the Thomson literature: a police detective’s professional opinion as to how the artist met his death.

Additional material presented in this book that represents another first in the Thomson literature is as follows:

•   The opinion of the First Nations Band of Golden Lake. In 1956 when the Crime Lab and Attorney General’s office of Ontario concluded that the human skeleton found in Tom Thomson’s original grave in Algonquin Park was that of a native or half native, they then did a most peculiar thing. Rather than returning the newly identified bones to the natives, they instead placed them in a cardboard box and reinterred them in Thomson’s original grave. To the author’s surprise, I found out that no one had ever bothered to contact the Algonquins for their insight and opinion on the Thomson case. And so, this grievous oversight has now been corrected and the Algonquins First Nations people speak on the matter for the first time.

•   New testimony supporting the contention that a lodge proprietor in Algonquin Park may have been Thomson’s killer is brought forth. Until now, a woman named Daphne Crombie was the only one to make such a claim. Now, Muskoka artist Doug Dunford reveals testimony that he was privy to that suggests that members of the Group of Seven might also have been aware of this.

•   Testimony from the aforementioned Order of Canada recipient and long-time Algonquin Park guide Ralph Bice that reveals new insights about a late-night card game and drinking party that occurred hours before the artist went missing.

•   The potential role of Thomson’s alleged drinking binges in the matter of his death, along with the marital infidelities of certain members of the Canoe Lake community where Thomson lived during 1917.

•   Testimony from Blanche Linton (nee Packard), a young woman who worked at the Algonquin Hotel in 1917 and who was one of the few to see the artist on the last day of his life, and what Thomson’s fellow guides (he occasionally worked as a fishing guide) suspected to be the cause of his death.

All of this evidence has been brought together for the first time, in addition to material obtained from diverse archive sources (and added to the fifty-plus years of research that my late father conducted) and presented for analysis to detectives Mulligan and Thomson. Their conclusions represent the closest thing we will ever get to a definitive answer to the one hundred-year-old mystery of how Tom Thomson met his end.


DRAMATIS PERSONAE

To appreciate the details of the story that follows, it is helpful to have a snapshot of both the venues and cast of characters that appear in the drama:

THE TERRAIN

Algonquin Park: A huge parcel of land owned by the provincial government of Ontario. Covering a distance of 2,955 square miles and containing over 2,400 lakes and over 745 miles of streams and rivers, the park sits between Ottawa and Georgian Bay in Southern Ontario. It was established in 1893 and is the oldest provincial park in Canada. Its proximity to major cities such as Toronto and Ottawa and certain cities within the United States that border Ontario, such as Buffalo, resulted in it being one of Canada’s most popular vacation and tourist attractions. While a highway runs through it today, in 1917 it was a true wilderness that was only accessible by train to people traveling from the city.

Mowat: A small village that slowly came into being as a result of a logging boom that started in the Canoe Lake region of Algonquin Park in the 1830s. White Pine was the primary lumber of choice and there was lots of it in Algonquin Park. Logging continued through into the 1860s and was augmented in 1881 when the Canada Central Pacific Railway came through the region. By 1897, the timber baron J.R. Booth had established the Arnprior, Parry Sound and Ottawa railway, which provided additional arteries into the park. With the railway came the opportunity for settlement for the lumbermen and their families, as well as the railway workers. This settlement became the village of Mowat, named in honor of Sir Oliver Mowat, who was the Premier of the province of Ontario from 1872 to 1896. The village of Mowat was a lumber mill town that included lodgings, small stores, and a hospital. The population eventually grew to five hundred, making it then the largest town in Algonquin Park. By 1898, a small school was established for the children of the local residents and thirty students were enrolled. However, the lumber industry gradually began to decline, and, by 1914, the year-round population had dwindled to 150. Mowat soon became a ghost town and, by 1918, its year-round population had dropped below forty-eight.

Mowat Lodge: A pair of adjacent lumber bunkhouses within the village of Mowat that eventually became a tourist lodge. The bunkhouses were originally built to provide accommodation for the lumbermen who worked for the Gilmour Lumber Company operation at Canoe Lake. When the company went bust around the start of the twentieth century, the buildings were abandoned. In 1913, John Shannon Fraser decided to convert the two abandoned bunkhouses into an inn for tourists and Mowat Lodge was born.

Algonquin Hotel: An inn for tourists that predated Mowat Lodge. The Algonquin Hotel was erected on the shores of Joe Lake in 1908 to accommodate tourists who were arriving into the park by train. A train station was built just in front of the hotel, and Tom Mernill, who opened the hotel, maintained its seasonal operation up until Edwin and Molly Colson purchased it from him in 1917. The Colsons would also open an outfitter’s supply store near the hotel.

Algonquin Park Headquarters: Shortly after the railway was put through, and after the park achieved national park status within Canada, a Park Headquarters was established first at Canoe Lake, but later moved to Cache Lake. The park superintendent was Peter Thomson, who was replaced in 1898 by George W. Bartlett. Under Bartlett, an attempt was made to make the park self-reliant. It was at this point that short-term leases were granted between the Provincial government and various tourist inns, camps, and cottages.

THE PEOPLE

Tom Thomson: A landscape artist who grew up near Owen Sound but lived most of his winters in Toronto. From spring until late fall he would live in Algonquin Park, either at Mowat Lodge (or occasionally at the Trainor cottage if they were absent from the area) and the rest of the months he would spend camping out in a tent. He found semi-regular employment as a general handyman and as a guide for fishing parties. Thomson was thirty-four years old when he first came to Algonquin Park in 1912 and would return each spring until his death five years later.

George W. Bartlett: The superintendent of Algonquin Park. Bartlett wielded ultimate authority within the park on behalf of the province of Ontario, and employed upwards of twenty-seven rangers to assist him in the task of enforcing and contracting leases, prohibiting poachers from operating, and encouraging tourism to the area.

Mark Robinson: One of the many park rangers who worked under Bartlett’s supervision. He was a naturalist who in time would come to know the area like the back of his hand, in addition to being a veteran of World War I. He would become one of Thomson’s few friends within the park and was the one entrusted by Bartlett to investigate the artist’s death on behalf of the province of Ontario.

George Rowe and Lowrey Dickson: Two guides who plied their trade primarily for Shannon Fraser at Mowat Lodge. They shared a cabin together on Canoe Lake for a number of years, but later built their own cabins apart from one another in the region. They were friends with Thomson, but also competitors for guiding jobs with him.

Shannon and Annie Fraser: The proprietors of Mowat Lodge during the time that Thomson came to the park. Shannon delighted in his job as owner of the lodge, but was known as a bit of a yarn teller. His wife Annie was by all accounts very friendly and popular with both the residents on Canoe Lake and the guests of Mowat Lodge.

Edwin and Molly Colson: The proprietors of the Algonquin Hotel and the first Portage Store in the region. Edwin Colson had been a park ranger prior to running the Highland Inn on Cache Lake. His wife Molly had been trained as a nurse, which endeared her to the small population in and around the Mowat area.

Dr. Goldwyn Howland: A medical doctor and professor of neurology at the University of Toronto, who had rented a small summer cottage on an island in Canoe Lake when Tom Thomson’s body was discovered. He was the one who first saw it bob to the surface of the lake.

Dr. Ranney: A coroner from North Bay who had been called in to handle the inquest after the death of Tom Thomson.

The Trainor Family: A family from Huntsville, Ontario that had a small cottage on Canoe Lake that was located just up from the shoreline in front of Mowat Lodge. The family consisted of Hugh Trainor, a former lumber company foreman, his wife Margaret, and two daughters Marie and Winnifred. One of the daughters, Winnifred, was said by some to have been engaged to Tom Thomson at the time of his death.

The Blecher Family: An American family from Buffalo who had a summer cottage on Canoe Lake next door to the Trainor cottage. The family consisted of Martin Blecher Senior, his wife Louisa, and two adult children, daughter Bessie and son Martin Junior. The family had a long-standing feud going with Tom Thomson at the time of the artist’s death.


TIME LINE OF THE THOMSON STORY

Saturday, July 7, 1917. Canadian landscape artist Tom Thomson writes and posts a letter to his patron in Toronto, Dr. James MacCallum. Thomson attends a party later that evening at a guide’s cabin. Alcohol is consumed and a fight breaks out between Thomson and a local cottager (Martin Blecher Junior). The cottager threatens Thomson.

Sunday, July 8, 1917—1:00 p.m. Tom Thomson paddles away from the dock in front of Mowat Lodge and heads south on Canoe Lake.

3:05 p.m. Thomson’s overturned canoe is spotted about a half mile south from his point of departure by Martin Blecher Junior and his sister Bessie. They do not investigate.

Monday, July 9, 1917. Thomson’s abandoned canoe is located floating upside down behind Little Wapomeo Island. It is brought over to either Mowat Lodge or the Blecher family’s boathouse.

Tuesday, July 10, 1917—9:15 a.m. Park Ranger Mark Robinson is notified by Shannon Fraser (and perhaps also Charlie Scrim) about the discovery of Thomson’s abandoned canoe. Robinson heads to Canoe Lake to investigate the matter.

Wednesday, July 11, 1917—Sunday, July 15, 1917. Mark Robinson and others begin a search for the missing artist, checking the portages, islands, and land routes that Thomson had been known to travel.

Monday, July 16, 1917—9:00 a.m. Tom Thomson’s body is spotted floating 125 yards off shore to the south of Little Wapomeo Island by Dr. Goldwyn Howland, a man who had rented a cabin on the lake that weekend. The body is towed to a point of land by two guides in their canoe. Mark Robinson is notified of the discovery by Charlie Scrim. He, in turn, notifies the park superintendent who then sends for a coroner from North Bay. The body is left in the water overnight tethered to the branch of a fallen tree.

Tuesday, July 17, 1917. After repeated attempts to reach the Thomson family by telegram without success, Mark Robinson decides that Thomson must be buried immediately. The body is transferred to Wapomeo Island and embalmed. The body is buried in the early afternoon in a little cemetery that sits some distance to the northwest of Mowat Lodge. The coroner arrives later that evening. He conducts an inquest into Thomson’s death without having opportunity to view the body. The inquest starts at midnight and concludes at approximately 1:30 a.m. Based on the evidence, the coroner concludes that the artist died an accidental death due to drowning.

Wednesday, July 18, 1917. Winnifred Trainor, acting on behalf of the Thomson family, secures the services of an undertaker from her hometown of Hunstville to exhume the artist’s body from its grave at the cemetery at Canoe Lake and transfer it into a metal casket that is then soldered shut. The undertaker arrives on the evening train, and waves off any help with his task. By himself he digs through six feet of earth, removes the oak casket and rough box from the grave, transfers Thomson’s body into the metal casket and solders it. All of this taking place within a span of three hours.

Thursday, July 19, 1917. The steel casket is brought to the Canoe Lake train station sometime after 12:30 a.m. It goes out on the evening train en route to Owen Sound.

Friday, July 20, 1917. The casket arrives in Owen Sound on the evening train and is placed in the undertaker’s establishment where it remains until morning.

Saturday, July 21, 1917. The casket is interred in the cemetery of the United Church in Leith, Ontario.

Summer 1930. Mark Robinson shares his views on the matter of Thomson with Bill Little; i.e., that the artist did not die an accidental death by drowning and that his body was never removed from the little cemetery at Canoe Lake.

October 1956. On a sketching expedition at Canoe Lake, Bill Little and a friend, Jack Eastaugh, visit the little cemetery to do some painting. While there, Robinson’s words return to them and the two men decide to test the ranger’s hypothesis. They return the next morning with two friends and dig in the spot that the ranger had indicated was Thomson’s original gravesite. They find the remains of an oak casket and pine rough box. Within what’s left of the casket they find human remains that match the description of Tom Thomson. They notify a local doctor who, in turn, notifies the Attorney General’s department about their discovery and the Attorney General’s office dispatches two men to exhume the grave and examine the bones.

October 1956. Word gets out to the press about the discovery. The Thomson family expresses its wish to have the investigation shut down. The Attorney General’s office shuts down the investigation and declares that the bones found within Thomson’s original grave and casket are those of an indigenous person. The bones are reburied in the grave from which they were exhumed and a small white cross is erected.


PROLOGUE

1972. Canoe Lake. My father and I are standing atop what we believe is Tom Thomson’s grave in Algonquin Park. My father has a familiarity with this place that few can appreciate. He shares with me his belief that Tom Thomson lies buried beneath our feet under four and a half feet of soil. “How did he die, Dad?” I ask. He tells me the story. Who knows, maybe he thinks that I’ll pass it on to my kids one day.

It’s a story that will serve to grip me throughout childhood and into my adult life. It’s frustrating that there has never been a definite resolution to it. There are some who think this is for the best. A good thing. It’s a damned good mystery, after all, and who doesn’t enjoy that? I have always had trouble equating the premature death of a man as being on par with cognitive entertainment. I can’t help but think that Tom Thomson, a man who valued truth in art and, one would guess in life as well, might think that the matter of how he lost his life warranted something more than the casual speculations of those who think it’s a good thing that the matter never be looked into in any meaningful way for fear of spoiling a good mystery.

In my darker moments, however, I must concede that I sometimes believe that the mystery of Thomson’s death will never be fully solved—but that doesn’t mean that one shouldn’t try. I felt my enthusiasm returning once more during the researching and writing of this book—just one more run through of the facts; maybe something missed before will come to light. There has to be a way to solve the mystery of Thomson’s death and where his body is buried. I humbly respect the fact that brighter minds than mine have racked their brains trying to undo the Gordian Knot that is the Tom Thomson mystery and, to date, all have come up empty, and that only a fool would consider an attempt to solve the mystery one hundred years after the fact. And so, I proceed.

Recognizing that the term “writer” is not a synonym for “detective,” it is my intention to present the material that I gathered for the Ontario Provincial Police detectives (with whom I connected to attempt to solve the case) in a manner that will reveal a factual and fascinating story, but I shall leave the conclusions, where and if they can be drawn, to the professionals in such matters. This is not to suggest that I have not raised questions of my own regarding certain points in the narrative that heretofore have not been examined very thoroughly, but for the most part I have resisted the temptation of most writers to lead the reader to a particular conclusion and have endeavored to keep my thumbprint off the telling of the story. Some of the testimony presented herein has been brought forth previously to the public by various authors over the years; but, as the reader will soon discover, what this same testimony suggests to professional detectives who decipher such evidence for a living is another matter entirely.

However, before the detectives can enter our narrative, we must first venture back in time to 1917, and a very different Canada than the one we know presently. Robert Borden, who had succeeded Wilfrid Laurier as Canada’s prime minister, was then in his sixth year as head of the nation; a nation that found itself embroiled in the third year of World War I. Borden had by this point pledged half a million soldiers to the war effort, but the volunteers had dwindled as Canadians soon realized that there wasn’t going to be a swift resolution to the conflict overseas. (Borden also had the dubious distinction of having introduced income tax to Canadians to help the war effort. It was meant to be a temporary measure, but, as history will record, it was anything but.)

The premiere of the province of Ontario was a man by the name of William Howard Hearst, a temperance devotee and one of the pillars of the Methodist Church. Hearst’s government had passed the Ontario Temperance Act (OTA) in 1916, which, like the income tax legislation, had been introduced as a temporary wartime measure. The OTA made it illegal for anyone in Ontario to possess and consume beer or liquor outside of one’s home, and to this end Hearst’s government had shut down all of Ontario’s bars, taverns, clubs, and liquor stores. So pervasive was the effect of the OTA upon the culture of the time that, to the majority who took it seriously, those who consumed alcohol at a rate similar to what one might observe today during an evening of watching a sporting event with friends, would be considered alcoholics or derelicts; occupying the bottom rungs of the ladder of respectable civilized society. The OTA would run for eleven years, from 1916 until 1927, at which point the provincial government would assume total control over the lucrative business of alcohol sales within the province by creating the Liquor Control Board of Ontario (LCBO)—which has controlled the sale of alcohol in the province to this day.

On April 12, 1917, the right to vote in municipal and provincial elections was extended to women in Ontario for the first time. The four western provinces had made the move to extend the franchise to women in 1916, but it was still a year away from occurring in Nova Scotia, two years away for New Brunswick, and four years still in the future for Prince Edward Island. Quebec would be the last to fall into line, requiring another twenty-three years to elapse before women were allowed to have their say in municipal and provincial elections.

The date of July 1, 1917 had been a significant one, as the nation had celebrated its fiftieth Dominion Day—an important milestone to be certain, but also a cause for some insecurity as it underscored the fact that Canada was but a mere babe on the world stage. The country hadn’t yet had sufficient time to develop its own unique culture and identity and, to a large extent, can still be accused of clinging to the European way of doing things. Canada was still several months away at this point from the establishment of what would eventually become its primary national sporting institution—the National Hockey League.

Algonquin Park, established in 1893, had by 1917 already been long promoted as a vacation destination and tourist getaway, enticing those from the cities, particularly Toronto and Ottawa, to head north in order to enjoy the unsullied wilds that the province of Ontario had to offer. Even Ontario’s neighbors to the south, residing in the states of Michigan and New York, had been enticed to cross the border to relax in the tranquility of the park’s clean air, sparkling lakes, and abundance of flora and fauna that were not to be found in their congested urban centers. For this reason, the appeal of the park, then as today, was not lost on many city dwellers who had grown tired of the drama that attends the mart of economic strife and gain that plays out daily upon the stages of the nation’s major cities. Such people longed for a little down time in a more relaxed environment and viewed the park as a balm for their troubled souls. These urbanites boarded trains that headed north from Toronto on the Grand Trunk Railway Line. After several hours in rail cars they eventually reached Scotia Junction, just north of Huntsville, and there they would switch trains to continue east into the park. Canoe Lake Station was among the first stops within the park and was quite close to two tourist lodges, thus making it the stop of choice for those who were coming into Algonquin Park for the first time. Canoe Lake itself was (and remains) a modest sized lake, featuring a shore length of approximately thirteen and a half miles and a surface area of approximately six and a quarter miles.

During the week of July 10 through July 16, 1917 the area in and around Canoe Lake was pleasant in terms of its temperature, averaging a little over 17°C (62.6°F) most of that week, with intermittent rain. And, on the morning of July 16 the weather held forth the potential of being even more agreeable. No clouds intruded into the morning sky and the mercury had started heading north on its way to a weekly high of 26.1°C (78.98°F).

For one particular tourist and his daughter, the morning of July 16 had started out with the promise of being a wonderful day. But the day had just begun, and what it brought with it would not only serve to lay the foundation for one of Canada’s greatest mysteries, but also haunt the father and daughter for the rest of their lives.


Chapter One

A BODY RISES

It’s an eerie thing to contemplate; a severely decomposed and badly bloated corpse slowly rising from the depths, until it ultimately breaks the surface of a calm lake during the early morning hours, just as the mist is starting to lift. After eight days of submersion, the bacteria generated by its decomposing flesh had evidently produced sufficient gases to cause the corpse to shift from its murky resting place thirty feet below the water’s surface and begin its ascent.

Goldwyn Howland, a medical doctor and professor of Neurology at the University of Toronto, had awakened early on the morning of July 16, 1917 in a small cottage that he had rented on Statten’s Island. Statten’s Island (now known as Little Wapomeo Island) is a small island, situated near the northwestern shore of Canoe Lake, which had originally been leased from the government by Taylor Statten, a man employed by the national YMCA as the Boy’s Work Secretary, but who was away that month at a YMCA training school in Massachusetts. Howland had arrived in the park only the night before, bringing with him his young daughter, Margaret. The pair had been looking forward to some father and daughter time together over the coming week and had already enjoyed a little fishing and canoeing on the evening of their arrival. Above all for the good doctor, he had been most welcoming of the kind of mental relaxation that being in a rural environment had always seemed to induce. On this particular morning he decided to let his daughter sleep in; there would be no shortage of outdoor things to do once she awoke and these, combined with the fresh air and sunlight, would tire her out quick enough. Not wanting to disturb her slumber, Howland stepped outside onto the small veranda at the front of the little cottage and was immediately taken with the splendor of his new surroundings. Having arrived the evening before, he hadn’t had the opportunity yet to see the sights of the lake in the morning sunlight. His view from the front door allowed him to take in all the northern section of Canoe Lake and, although it was still early, the sun was already beginning to shine brightly through a cloudless sky. Looking several hundred yards to his right he could see what is now called Wapomeo Island, and looking directly across the lake from the cabin he could spy Hayhurst Point, a small isthmus that cuts into the northern portion of Canoe Lake. While it featured a steep rock face, there was a trail that led to the top that would afford a tremendous view of the lake. Yes, that might be a good spot for he and his daughter to visit today. The doctor sat down on the steps next to the front door of the cabin, content in the thought that it was shaping up to be a great day. And then it happened.

He had been looking toward a point of land just west of Wapomeo Island when suddenly something broke the placidness of the lake’s surface. The object appeared to be about 400 yards away and immediately caught the doctor’s attention. It looked too big to be a loon, and far too motionless to be an otter or a beaver. Even more peculiar was the fact that, whatever it was, it hadn’t moved since it came to the surface of the lake. Howland strained his eyes to make out what the object might be. There were intermittent flashes of color, flecks of brown and gray, which revealed themselves in between the crests and troughs of the waves—but the object was too far away for him to make out its true identity with any degree of precision. Intrigued, Howland walked down to the shoreline of the island for a closer look. The extra thirty yards he gained from doing so did nothing to bring the object more clearly into focus. He shrugged his shoulders and walked about the shoreline for a bit, looking at the natural beauty that surrounded him from different points on the little island, but every now and then taking a look back at the object that still hadn’t moved in the water.

As the doctor was just about to return to the cabin his peripheral vision picked up on something else: two men in a canoe paddling south down the center of the lake. The men were the local guides George Rowe and Lowrey Dickson and, from the doctor’s vantage point, they appeared to be heading in a direction that would eventually bring them within a hundred feet or so of the object. It occurred to the doctor that if he could hail these men they would be able to make a positive identification of the bobbing object, and thus settle what had now become a gnawing curiosity for the physician. Howland quickly walked out to the end of a small dock that jutted some twenty feet out from the island and called out to the men to secure their attention. Upon hearing a voice, both guides lifted their paddles from the water and looked in the direction that the sound was coming from. Once the doctor had secured their attention he pointed toward the object that was still bobbing in the water and asked if they would take a look at it for him.

“Sure thing!” Dickson replied, and then tapping his partner on the back with his paddle, said, “Probably a loon.”1 Rowe wasn’t sure if Dickson was talking about the man on the dock that was yelling and waving his arms, or the object that he just now spied floating in the water about 300 yards southwest of them. Dickson had also spotted it, and the guides presently decided to change their course to move in and investigate.

It wasn’t long before both men realized that the object they were closing in on was definitely not a loon; however, they were not yet close enough to rule out its being a dead animal. Animal carcasses floating in the lake were certainly not unusual, particularly when the ice melted in the spring. But this was mid-summer, which would make such an occurrence something of a rarity. As the bow of the guides’ canoe continued to cut through the water, the object that lay before them slowly began to come more clearly into focus and, as it did, a sense of uneasiness began to rise in both men. Rowe, the man in the bow,2 would have been the first to discern that the object they were approaching was clearly clothing of some sort— grayish in color—perhaps someone’s laundry had blown into the lake from one of the cottage clotheslines. But as the canoe verged nearer he would have discerned that this article of clothing also had hair. And as they drew closer they would have observed something bluish gray in color protruding from beneath the clothing that looked like a human hand. It would now have been evident to both men that the object that they were rapidly closing in on was not some cottager’s wayward laundry but rather a human body—but whose body? In 1917 the population in the Canoe Lake region was small, perhaps thirty to forty people year-round, and everybody knew each other well. The only person who had been reported missing was the seasonal resident and part time guide, Tom Thomson—but that was eight days ago and everybody believed he had been lost or stranded in the woods. Indeed, the woodland was where all of the search parties had concentrated their efforts when attempting to locate him.

The guides ceased their paddling and allowed their canoe to glide in alongside the body. One can only hope that the corpse was floating face down3 as its state of decomposition would have been startling. Later reports indicated that the putrefaction had advanced to the point where the flesh was detaching from its hands4 and the limbs and face were severely swollen.5 While it’s likely that both men would have suspected the identity of the body that they now found themselves looking down upon, its condition was such that making a positive identification would have proven difficult.

Both of the guides had known Thomson well. Indeed, the three had gotten together to have a few drinks and play some cards only nine days prior at Rowe’s cabin. Rowe had also been Thomson’s guiding partner on several occasions when the pair had taken tourists out from Mowat Lodge for an afternoon of fishing and sight seeing. But the object that Rowe was looking at presently didn’t look anything at all like the man he had partied and guided with. Visions of Thomson, and of the clothes that he typically wore on those occasions, now began to trickle through the old guide’s consciousness, bringing with them the grim realization that Tom Thomson was dead. Rowe turned around from his position in the bow of the canoe to face Dickson, and witnessed a look of silent anguish on his friend’s face.

“What is it?” yelled Dr. Howland from the end of the dock.

He received no reply from either man.

“What is it?” he yelled again, the urgency in his voice snapping both Dickson and Rowe from their reverie.

“It’s a man!” yelled Rowe. “It’s Tom Thomson!”6

The name meant nothing to Howland. But a dead body floating less than five hundred yards from where both he and his daughter were vacationing was certainly a cause for alarm. The body had to be removed from its proximity to the island.

“Do you have a rope?” he yelled.

Rowe looked puzzled. “What do you want us to do with it?”

There was no way Howland wanted the corpse brought to the little island that he and (particularly) his daughter were presently occupying. He quickly scanned the horizon for the next nearest point of land from where the body was floating. An outcropping of shore, about five hundred and thirty-eight yards due south, would make do for the time being.

“Tie your rope around the body and tow it over to shore!”7 Howland yelled, gesturing toward a point of land that would come in time to be called Gillender’s Point, named after Hannah Gillender, from England, who would purchase the property in 1925 with her friend Annie Krantz from Philadelphia. But that was still eight years away; in 1917 the small point sat empty and was unnamed. The doctor then yelled to the men to leave the body in the water once they reached the shore, as removing it would only accelerate its rate of decomposition.

An apocryphal story that has endured throughout the years has it that when the doctor and his daughter had gone out onto the lake for a little fishing on the evening they had first arrived at Canoe Lake, Margaret had snagged her fishing line on something, and, after attempting to free her line to no avail, her father had simply cut it loose from the object it was snagged on, and the two had paddled back to the island. The object that the daughter was believed to have snagged her line on was later presumed to have been the body of Tom Thomson, as the body would be spotted the next day floating in and around the very location where she had caught her line the night before. This may be one of those rare occasions when an apocryphal story turns out to be true, as when my father asked Dr. Howland’s daughter Margaret about this anecdote many years later she replied that this did indeed describe the situation as she remembered it.

Upon reaching Gillender’s Point the guides paddled into an area that was sheltered by large stones and tree stumps. Quickly scanning the shoreline, they spotted a large tree that had toppled into the water from the shore, a portion of its trunk lay submerged in the water with some of its gnarled branches jutting upward into the air. One of these branches would suffice as a temporary hitching post of sorts, allowing the guides to release the end of the rope that had been tied into their canoe and secure it to the tree branch. The other end of the rope would remain firmly attached to Thomson’s corpse, thus securing the already rather fragile body in the shallow waters. The guides knew without the doctor telling them that their next step would be to notify the authorities, which, in the Canoe Lake area, was the Algonquin Park Ranger Mark Robinson.

Robinson had been a park ranger since 1907, save for a brief absence in 1915-1916 when he had been overseas fighting in World War I. There he had been an officer with the rank of major, had been wounded, and subsequently discharged. In the spring of 1917 it was a considerably frailer Mark Robinson who found himself back in Algonquin Provincial Park. He was now fifty years old, still fit and capable, but the war and his injury had weakened him considerably. Nevertheless, Robinson had returned to his duties as if he had never been away, these included overseeing the influx of tourists that came and went by train at both the Canoe Lake and neighboring Joe Lake stations, as well as making specific rounds at various points throughout the park to check for poachers.

Robinson was a naturalist and an expert canoeist, and he and Thomson had developed a mutual respect over the past several years that they had known each other. Whenever the artist had a question about where to find a particular type of tree or what season a specific color would be predominant in the park, it was Robinson’s council that he sought. And when Thomson had first been reported missing it was Robinson who had led the search parties to look for him. Thomson had been more than just a seasonal park resident to the ranger; he had been a friend and, consequently, breaking the news to him would not be something either of the guides was looking forward to.

The shoreline where the guides had beached their canoe and out from which Thomson’s body had been moored, lay several hundred yards to the south of several cottages and Mowat Lodge, an inn for tourists that was located just off the northwestern shore of Canoe Lake. Word of the discovery had by this time travelled back to the lodge and, at some point, Charlie Scrim, a part-time guide who had been staying at the lodge and who had also been a friend of Thomson’s, had either volunteered or had been dispatched to inform Mark Robinson of the morning’s discovery. Further learning of the news that morning were the summer cottagers Martin Blecher Junior and his neighbor, Hugh Trainor, and shortly thereafter the pair had hopped into Blecher’s motorboat and headed over to the point of land where the guides were now safeguarding the body.

After about a twenty-minute paddle north along Joe Creek, Charlie Scrim had reached the Joe Lake Dam. Here he pulled his canoe from the water and carried it on his shoulders along a short path that led to the Joe Lake Narrows, a small basin of water that lay just above the dam. He placed his canoe back into the water and made a beeline to Mark Robinson’s cabin. The ranger’s cabin was situated on the northeast corner of this small body of water and just south of the Grand Trunk Railway tracks, which ran atop the bank that separated the narrows from Joe Lake. When Scrim reached the ranger shelter house that was Mark Robinson’s home he quickly beached his canoe and, without bothering to knock, charged into the ranger’s cabin. Tears were streaming down his cheeks.

“They found Tom’s body!” Scrim exclaimed.

“What?” Robinson asked, incredulously.

Scrim repeated his statement and then provided what details he knew about the morning’s discovery. The ranger felt as if he had just been kicked in the stomach—hard. He had worked himself almost to the point of exhaustion over the past week, walking and canoeing all around the Canoe Lake region in the hope of locating the missing artist. The news from Scrim had, in an instant, revealed that his labor had been for naught.

Looking at the man now crying before him, Robinson would have noted a cruel irony, as the primary reason that Thomson had decided to stay on at Canoe Lake that summer had been out of concern for Scrim, who had not been well.

“I’m not going back to fire ranging,” Thomson had told the ranger only a few months previously.

“Why Tom?” Robinson asked, as he had known that the artist had spent the previous summer fire ranging in Achray and, as far as he knew, the artist had enjoyed the experience.

“Well, Charlie’s not long to be with us,” Thomson had replied. Indeed, Scrim had long been suffering from tuberculosis and the prognosis was not encouraging. Thomson then added, “It’s little as we can do to try to make his life as happy as can be, so I’m not going up north. I’m going to stay down here. I’ll take out a guide’s license to make him think that I’m not doing it on his account.” Then the artist added, “I’ll do all I can,” and asked Robinson if he’d do likewise. The ranger replied that he would do what he could.8 Thomson had feared that Scrim might not live out the summer, and so wanted to be around in order to spend what little time was left with his friend. In an unforeseen twist of fate, it would prove to be Thomson who would not live to see the fall.

Robinson shook the memory from his head and returned to business. He obtained what information he could from Scrim, and then made use of the phone service that interconnected the various ranger cabins throughout Algonquin Provincial Park with Park Headquarters. Within minutes, he was speaking with the park superintendent, George W. Bartlett. Bartlett was a respected man in the park, and not only for his sense of fairness and administrative abilities, but also for his toughness. There is an anecdote about Bartlett’s capacity in the latter category that was related to the author by the former guide and trapper Ralph Bice:


There’s a story about Bartlett that nobody much knows. He used to be a lumber scaler, and because he was so rough, so good at handling men, they sent him to the park. But one time, I think in Muskoka, over on the east or west side of Parry Sound, they were having trouble in the lumber camp. The men just wouldn’t do what they were told, so they sent for Bartlett. His father had been a pugilist—a heavyweight—and Bartlett had decided that he was going to take the bunch on. And Bartlett said, “I need two men to keep them [the lumber men, rumored to be around thirty in number] off my back”—and the three of them cleaned up that lumber camp!

I heard this from my father, and the man that told my father was one of the men who was sent in to keep the men off Bartlett’s back. He said he never saw such a thing in his life—he said they would run at Bartlett, and one poke here and one poke there, and the men were unconscious on the ground.9



In short, Bartlett was a man who was very much in charge, and he had the respect of all the park rangers under him, Mark Robinson being no exception. As the phone service within Algonquin Park only interconnected the various ranger cabins with Park Headquarters, any messages that needed to be sent either into or out of the park had to be sent via telegraph or letter, a circumstance that would prove to be an exceptional source of irritation to the Thomson family over the immediate days to come.

Bartlett instructed Robinson to handle the investigation of the Thomson case on behalf of the government. For his part, the superintendent indicated that he would immediately wire for the nearest coroner, who happened to be based out of North Bay, and would also telegraph the Crown County Attorney for any additional instructions.10 Now tasked with his immediate duties, Robinson knew that he would need to view the body for himself in order to confirm to his satisfaction that it was indeed that of Thomson.

Nodding goodbye to Scrim, the ranger walked out from his cabin and down to the shoreline, where he eased his canoe into the water of the Joe Lake Narrows and began heading south. After carrying his canoe on his shoulders as he walked the short path around the Joe Lake Dam, he set it down within the waters of Joe Creek. Robinson was an accomplished canoeist and he made good time along the creek, finally coming out at the northern tip of Canoe Lake. From there he made his way over to the western shore, paddled past the small row of cottages and south past Statten’s (Little Wapomeo) Island and finally over to the point of land where Thomson’s body was presently floating in the shallows.

By the time he had beached his canoe a small crowd of people had already gathered on the shoreline. He looked out at where the corpse was floating and noticed that somebody had placed a blanket over its head and torso. This had been done for two reasons; first, to serve as a barricade of sorts between the body, which was now rapidly decomposing under the hot summer sun; and second, to attempt to quell the powerful stench that was now emanating from the corpse.

“Who covered the body?” the ranger asked.

“We did, Mark,” replied Hugh Trainor, gesturing to himself and Martin Blecher Junior.11

The ranger knew most of the parties present quite well, having dealt with them in one manner or another for several years. Hugh Trainor had been the foreman of the now defunct Gilmour Lumber Company, a job that had required him to be almost as tough as Bartlett and, by some accounts, he was. Martin Blecher Junior was a twenty-five-year-old American cottager, who lived in Buffalo most of the year but had, for the last several years, spent his summers cottaging at Canoe Lake with his sister and parents. Robinson was also aware that there was some discord between the Blecher family and Thomson during the summers of 1914 and 1915; however he didn’t know if the feud had continued during his absence for the War effort in 1916. The ranger was particularly familiar with the two old guides George Rowe and Hugh Lowrey Dickson, the latter of whom everybody referred to by his middle name of Lowrey. Both men were year-round residents on Canoe Lake and, when they were sober, were regularly employed for guiding and handiwork jobs at the various lodges and hotels in the area, particularly Mowat Lodge. All of these men were familiar to the ranger with the exception of Dr. Howland, who had joined the men on shore just prior to Robinson’s arrival.

“Who first spotted the body?” asked Robinson.

“I did,” Dr. Howland replied.

“And who are you?” Robinson asked.

Howland gave the ranger his name and occupation.

“At about what time did you first notice it?”

“I was sitting just at the front steps of the cabin over there and saw something rise in the water. It came up in a straight line from the island to this shore. It was about 9:00 a.m.”12 The ranger took down the information in a note pad, along with additional data on Dr. Howland, such as his address in the city. Robinson then looked across at Rowe and Dickson who were standing opposite him.

“Did either of you make an identification?”

“Yeah. We’re both pretty sure it’s Tom,” said Rowe.

Robinson nodded grimly, and then looked out at the object that was half hidden beneath the blanket, bobbing with each passing wave. He knew what had to be done next—and he wasn’t looking forward to it.

Robinson waded out from shore a short distance to where the body was anchored. He reached out and took a hold of a corner of the blanket and, after a deep breath, pulled it back to reveal the dead man’s head and torso. He had seen death before—his memories of the war were still freshly imprinted on his mind—but he wasn’t prepared for this. The skin was bluish gray; the eyes and tongue in the corpse would most likely have been protruding. The flesh had already begun to peel away from certain parts of the body, and its face, neck, and limbs were grotesquely swollen. Indeed, the seams of the gray woodsmen shirt that clothed the upper body of the corpse had been strained to capacity. Robinson knew the clothing, the hair color, and the general features of the body well enough to make a positive identification. A wave of stench from the decomposing flesh washed over him and he quickly threw the blanket back over the corpse. He’d seen enough.

“Do you recognize the man?” he heard Howland ask.

The ranger nodded without looking back at who had asked the question.

“Yes, it’s Tom Thomson.”13

During his search for the artist the previous week the ranger had been fueled by the belief that his friend would be found alive. But now both the week and that belief had passed. It was clear that Thomson was dead and wouldn’t be coming back again. A thought briefly flashed through Robinson’s mind that maybe he should have dragged the lake for the body, as the Mowat Lodge proprietor Shannon Fraser had suggested to him eight days previously when he had delivered the news that the artist’s canoe had been found floating upside down in Canoe Lake.14 Doing so would have saved everybody a lot of time and effort and it was now evident that the woods hadn’t been where Thomson had disappeared to during his absence. Robinson knew by the level of decomposition that had already occurred that the body would have to be buried soon, but he also knew that before this could happen the coroner would need to arrive and examine the body. And, in the ranger’s opinion, he couldn’t get there fast enough.

Robinson made his way back to shore and rejoined the group. He knew that he would have to return to his cabin to await the coroner’s arrival, which he anticipated occurring sometime later that evening. Although he hated leaving his friend’s body, he knew that there wasn’t anything more he could do about the situation and, looking out at the blanket that was undulating with the waves, he realized that it really didn’t matter much to Tom Thomson at this point. Robinson instructed the guides to leave the body in the water until the coroner arrived. Better to leave Tom where he is, he thought, it will all be over soon enough.

The ranger informed the men that he would be back in touch with them soon and pushed his canoe out from shore to begin the long paddle back to his cabin. It must have seemed surreal to him: Tom Thomson, dead. Various moments from his interactions with the artist over the years must have come flooding back to him. There was that time five years previously when he had first set eyes on Thomson at Canoe Lake Station. The ranger had been on the lookout for poachers who were then in the habit of taking the train into the park under the pretense of being tourists, only to then cut out into the bush to ply their illegal trade of trapping animals. As Robinson had been observing the people milling about the platform on that particular day, a thirty-four-year-old Tom Thomson had stepped off the train. He was, in Robinson’s words, “a tall, fine-looking young man with a packsack on his back.” The packsack might have looked suspicious, indicative of a very brief stay. Most tourists who came into the park brought valises that contained a week’s worth of clothing. Thomson, by contrast, was traveling very light indeed. As Robinson was observing the demeanor of the new arrival, one of the railway men from Canoe Lake Station approached him and, slyly gesturing toward Thomson, said, “There’s your man.”15 Robinson nodded, and then approached the young man. Discreetly taking him aside, the ranger asked the artist some standard questions about what his business was in the park. It turned out that Thomson wasn’t looking to poach furs, but rather for an affordable place to stay. The ranger would have smiled at that memory, and at the fact that only a day or so later he would again be approached, this time by the section foreman, Charlie Ruttan, who had cautioned him, “Look Mark, if I was you I’d keep my eye on that chap that come in the other night.”

“Why, is there anything strange about him?” Robinson had asked.

“Well, he had three sticks stuck up, and a bit of board on it and he was dabbing bits of paint on it. I don’t know what he was doing.”

“Well,” Robinson had asked, “is he an artist?”

“A what?”

“An artist.”

“What kind of a thing is that?”

Robinson had attempted to explain to the foreman what an artist was, but to no avail.

“Well,” Ruttan had replied, “I don’t know what kind of a thing an artist is, but I’d watch him anyway.”16

Thomson had never been understood here, thought the ranger. Indeed, four years after his first meeting with Robinson, the situation had apparently remained the same, causing the artist to write to his patron, Dr. James MacCallum: “The natives can’t see what we paint for.”17

Thomson had also been viewed with some measure of disapproval by the local guides, who—with good reason—had viewed the younger man as their chief competition for a limited quantity of summer and fall guiding jobs.18 Thomson was certainly an attractive choice, at least compared to some of the guides. He was good looking and younger than most of his guiding rivals. He was also somewhat traveled, having lived in the United States for a brief period of time, he was articulate and musical (his instrument of choice being the mandolin), reasonably well-read and a talented landscape artist to boot. In addition, he was an excellent canoeist and seasoned fisherman. In short, for tourists, particularly from the United States, who were to spend several days in the company of a guide, he would have been a logical first choice as opposed to, say, someone who had never been out of Ontario and had little common ground to share with prospective clients. Yes, Thomson had certainly stood out from the local population, try as he might to have blended in.

And then there had been that time in 1915 when Robinson had invited a group of female schoolteachers from his hometown of Barrie to head north for a week in the park. They had stayed at Mowat Lodge and there they had met Thomson. One of the girls had asked the artist how he had kept his clothes clean when he was out camping and painting so much. Thomson smiled and replied that he simply removed his clothes, trailed them behind his canoe for a while and then dried them on a rock.19 This caused the girls to blush. Later that same week Thomson had startled the women again with his radical ideas on freedom between the sexes. He told them that he didn’t believe in double standards for men and women; that it should be the same for all. If, for example, a girl wished to smoke, she had as much right as a man to do so. All of the girls considered this to be progressively radical thinking at the time.20

Robinson arrived at the end of Joe Creek, lifted his canoe up and out of the water for the brief portage that circumnavigated the dam and then paddled the remaining distance to his cabin. The cabin itself had been a ranger stationhouse since 1911,21 and its proximity to the Grand Trunk Railway line, Joe Lake Station, and the Algonquin Hotel provided quick and easy access to one of the main arteries of entrance and egress to the park. Many were the times that Thomson would paddle up Joe Creek to visit with the ranger in his cabin. He often would show Robinson his “boards,” small paintings he had created while out in the wilds that he would later hope to work up into full canvases. The thought that those get togethers would never happen again served to break the ranger free from his sentimental thoughts. Robinson pulled his canoe up onto the shore in front of his cabin, and then straightened up, sighed, and stretched his arms in order to get some blood circulating into his hips and back. Although it was only early afternoon, it already seemed like it had been a long day. He slowly ambled up the short path to his cabin where he settled in to await the coroner’s arrival on the evening train.

In the interim another Canoe Lake resident, the Mowat Lodge proprietor Shannon Fraser, had also learned of the news regarding Thomson’s fate and decided that he should notify the artist’s family of the tragic discovery made that morning. Apart from running Mowat Lodge, Fraser was also the postmaster for Canoe Lake. A tall man of strong Scottish stock, with bright red hair and a gift of the gab, Fraser, rather paradoxically for a man in the letter business, had never been particularly adept at writing. As a consequence, he hastily composed the following rather ambiguously worded telegram and sent it to the attention of Thomson’s father, John Thomson:


Canoe Lake, Ont.

July 16, 1917

J Thomson

Owen Sound

Found Tom this morning.

—JS Fraser22



The Thomson family had been in a state of high anxiety for six days, ever since receiving a telegram from Fraser the previous Tuesday, July 10 informing them that Tom’s canoe had been found floating upside down in Canoe Lake. They, like Robinson, had earnestly clung to the belief that he was alive, but perhaps injured somewhere in the woods around Canoe Lake, or marooned on one of its islands. Fraser’s present telegram did little to quell their anxiety, and instead served to raise more questions than it answered.

The passage of time has left it unclear as to whether it was Fraser or Robinson who originally sent for the undertakers. While Robinson was certainly the man in charge of the Thomson affair, given that Fraser ran the post office at Canoe Lake and that an invoice for the undertakers’ services was later sent to his attention, the directive might well have come from his hand. In any event, at approximately 8:00 p.m. on the evening of July 16, two undertakers—Robert Flavelle and Michael Roy Dixon, from the nearby towns of Kearney and Sprucedale, respectively—had arrived in the park by train, bringing with them a hardwood coffin and rough box. Dixon had been trained as an embalmer, and it was likely that he had been the one to contact Flavelle, who was a furniture dealer by trade, but who also sold caskets and served as the local undertaker for the Almaguin Highlands region of the province. Dixon also happened to be Mark Robinson’s cousin23 and, thus, a family connection of sorts existed that was probably, if not largely, the reason why he had been contacted for the job. According to Dixon:


When I arrived at Joe Lake Station I was met by Mark Robinson, ranger. His first question was, “Is the coroner from North Bay on the train?” He was not and I informed him I could do nothing without a death certificate.24



Without a coroner, and without a death certificate, there could be no action taken by the undertakers that evening, which meant that Thomson’s body would have to remain in the water overnight. It was decided that the undertakers would stay the night in the hope that the coroner would be arriving on the morning train. Dixon chose to stay with his cousin Mark Robinson25 at the ranger’s cabin, while Flavelle opted to rent a room at one of the local lodges. Meanwhile, back on the shoreline, Rowe and Dickson had also received the news that the coroner had been absent on the evening train. Not wanting to leave Thomson’s body unattended, the two guides decided to spend the night watching over it. They lit a fire and slept that evening by the shore, which could not have been pleasant with the calm of the summer’s night interrupted by the sound of Thomson’s corpse scrubbing up against the branches of the tree it was tethered to with each passing wave.


Chapter Two

THE BODY IS EXAMINED AND BURIED

The guides were awakened early the next morning by the sound of voices and the familiar dissonance of a canoe being dragged up over a rocky shore. Wiping the sleep from their eyes, the two men looked up to see Mark Robinson and the two undertakers now standing next to them. They further noticed that a casket and rough box had also made the trip to their campsite.

The ranger had brought some bad news however; the morning train had come and gone and the coroner from North Bay had not been on it. The coroner’s absence had not been well received by Robinson, as the strong odor of decay that was now emanating from Thomson’s body was making it obvious that an immediate burial was now a matter of some urgency—flies were beginning to gather on the corpse.1 According to Rose Thomas, whose parents Edwin and Emily Thomas ran the Canoe Lake Train Station, word had already circulated that, “He was so decomposed that … they just had to do something about it. He had a lot of black hair, and they said there was just a little black tuft of it [left] because he was so badly decomposed.”2 Another day of keeping the body tethered to the limb of a tree while the hot summer sun, the flies, the maggots, and the water combined to strip it, hour by hour, of any semblance to something human, was proving more than the ranger’s conscience could abide. Besides, the body still needed to be examined, and the longer this was put off, the less likely any evidence as to the cause of the artist’s death would be discovered.

When it was discovered that the coroner had failed to show that morning, Shannon Fraser made one last attempt to contact the Thomson family to find out what they wanted done with the artist’s body. He sent out a telegram, this time to Thomson’s brother-in-law, Tom Harkness:


Canoe Lake via Algonquin Park,

Ont. July 17, 1917

T.J. Harkness, Owen Sound

Tom Thomson drowned in Canoe Lake. Wire immediately what to do.

—J.S. Fraser3



In the event that the first telegram missed its mark, a second one, sent by A.E. Needham, was sent to the attention of Thomson’s older brother George:


Algonquin Park, Ont. July 17, 1917

George Thomson

Owen Sound

Tom Thomson drowned in Canoe Lake.

Body found. Now awaiting burial there.

—A.E. Needham4



The fact that these telegrams have survived indicates that the Thomson family had received them, but given their shock at the news, the absence of a direct telephone service into the park, and the speed with which things were now proceeding at Canoe Lake, it is clear that there was a delay in their reply. Consequently, once it was clear that the coroner had not been on the train that had pulled out from Joe Lake Station on the morning of July 17 Mark Robinson was faced with a difficult decision to make; should he sit and wait, thus permitting his late friend’s body to continue to decompose in the waters of Canoe Lake until the coroner eventually arrived and/or the Thomson family got in touch with him, or should he act upon the recommendation of both the undertakers and Dr. Howland and move to bury the body immediately?

Not wanting to overstep his authority on such a sensitive matter, Robinson sought council from Superintendent Bartlett. Placing a call from his cabin, the ranger informed his superior of the coroner’s absence on the morning train, the condition of Thomson’s body, and also what the doctor and the undertakers had advised in support of an immediate burial. But Robinson had his own more poignant reasons for wanting Thomson buried sooner rather than later.

“Look, Mr. Bartlett, Thomson was my friend,” Robinson began, “and I hate to think of him lying there. It’s not right.”

To his surprise the gruff former lumberman was sympathetic to his plight.
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