
 

Back and Forth: RC Church history might be key to future 

1`. Diversity: 

CW Gordon/Ralph Connor, on the construction and early days of the church:  

The church became a centre of social life for all classes in the community, and especially became 

the means of drawing the miners into fellowship.   

Minnie Fulton on Canmore during CW Gordon’s ministry years:   

On the other side the mining town with its rows of miners’ cottages and cabins, and its large boarding 

houses. Two or three of the foreign families lived in “dug-outs", which were excavations made in 

the side of the mountain, the front boarded in and a window and door cut in it.  

In the mornings the congregations were usually small. . .But in the evenings, what a change! The church 

would be packed to the doors; nearly all men, perhaps fifteen or twenty women; men of all sorts of 

conditions, men of all grades of society and of many different countries, and men of all 

ages. 

We had a Sunday school at Canmore. In addition to the usual boys and girls, we frequently had a number 

of Chinamen, and on occasions when they happened to be in town, half a dozen or more Indians. 
However, we did the best we could.  I must not stop to tell you of the Chinamen and the Indians.. 

Mr. Gordon organized a Social and Literary Club. . . It required considerable tact, at times, to keep the 

entertainment up to a sufficiently high standard. In such a cosmopolitan crowd it was not to be 

wondered at that all did not have cultured tastes .  

 

From  a1916 Presbyterian report:  

At Canmore there are twenty-five Austrian families, most of whose children attend our Sunday School.  

They are Greek Catholics, but call on our minister to officiate at their weddings and funerals, as well as 

to baptize their children." 

Mr. Hartley found work in the little mining town quite different from that on the prairie as he had several 

languages and customs with which to cope. He taught a number of Chinese boys to speak English and to 

understand Canadian customs. . .On one occasion when Mr. Hartley was called on to perform a baptism, 

neither mother nor father could speak English and an interpreter had to be used. With the result that it took 

nearly all afternoon to perform the ceremony. Some of the people had a different custom for conducting the 

baptism.  Each visitor was expected to bring a roll of clothing for the baby, made up of three colours. From 

the top of the roll a little candle protruded, and when the ceremony began all the people knelt and lit ·their 

candles. The baby was then passed from hand to· hand until it arrived again in the arms of the parents. As 

the child was given to the next person the candle was blown out. Each witness was a godfather or 

godmother and at the end of the ceremony crossed the minister's hands with silver. As soon as this was 

done the drinking commenced, and the minister was quietly invited to some other engagement. Sometimes 

the celebration lasted three days. 



2. Dramatic Demographic Shifts 

James Woodsworth, Methodist Superintendent, [1892]   

This Mission has its peculiarities and discouraging characteristics. . .. Only two or three years ago, 

Anthracite was a very hive of industry. Several hundreds of men and many families constituted the 

population. After that the mines ware shut down and the place well-nigh deserted. Business operations have 

been renewed, and some 300 men, women and children are again upon the scene. Canmore has not 

experienced these fluctuations in the same degree, yet the population is ever changing. Any 

missionary whose lot it is to be placed in charge here needs gifts and graces in preeminent degree if his 

ministry be made to yield satisfactory fruit. 

CW Gordon/Ralph Connor – from his autobiography: 

The mine at Anthracite was closed down. At Canmore a church was built and a vigorous congregation of 

miners and railway men set agoing. The lumber camps ceased to operate. But mills and mines were being 

opened in many places in the mountains. Life was strenuous and aggressive and work was expanding 

every month.  

Reports of Presbyterian Home Mission Committee  

[1892]: Canmore is growing. Ordained missionary petitioned for and appointed. Field not strong, but 

spiritual and liberal.”  

[1893] “Banff and Canmore – The population of Banff has declined. Anthracite mines are languishing, 

and hence it was deemed wise to unite both fields for the summer. 

 

Social Concerns  [Alcohol/Addiction/Lifestyle] 

Minnie Fulton; 

When we speak of miners in this country, we think of people of the uneducated classes, but in the West it 

was different. Graduates of English and Scottish universities came up out of the pit when the day's work 

was over and gathered in the boarding houses with the common herd. Sometimes they were known by the 

names they had borne at home, oftener not. There were sons of the Aristocracy, so numerous at one time 

that a manager humourously said - that one could "scarcely throw a stone around his mine without hitting 

the son of a lord or duke” Many of these men had been reduced through drink 

Our Temperance Club was a source of strength to many of the men members.. .  There were frequently 

violations of the pledge by members, but we went to their boarding houses and their shacks and hunted 

them up and encouraged them to make another try. 

1916 Anecdote 

While his family were not drinkers, they did on occasion enjoy a bit of gin in their tea (an Old Country 

custom). Just as they prepared to have their tea one Sunday, Mr. Forbes arrived, earlier than usual. They 

poured him a cup of plain tea, for he was very much against the use of alcohol, but (no one ever knew how) 

the cups ·got mixed. ·One of the family members realized what had happened as soon as she tasted her tea 

- she had the plain one! Nothing was said until Mr. Forbes finished his 'and asked for another cupful, saying 

that that was; the nicest tea he had tasted in years! What a dilemma!  If they gave him plain tea, he would 

know it was different, but if they put gin in it again, wouldn't that be wrong? However they decided to add 

the gin, slipping into the pantry to do so, and Mr. Forbes enjoyed his second cup as well as the first, 

remarking that it was the most invigorating tea he had had in years. 

 


