
Meet North Vancouver’s Daniel Francis

As 2017 was winding to a close, Daniel Francis travelled to 
Rideau Hall to pick up the Pierre Berton Award for bring-

ing Canadian history to a wider audience. The award is named 
in honour of  the ultimate popularizer of  Canadian history—a 
man who mythologized Canada’s past in his bestsellers on the 
Klondike gold rush, the War of  1812, and the building of  the 
CPR.

Although Daniel Francis never met Pierre Berton, he 
was both inspired by Berton’s wild success (until Berton, “there 
weren’t many of  us who were crazy enough to think you could 
make a living writing popular history”) and agitated by his ver-
sion of  Canadian history. 

“I didn’t want to write like Pierre Berton,” says Francis, 
who has authored 30 books on topics ranging from political 
biography, to the history of  whaling, to Indigenous stereotypes. 
“These ‘big stories’ - romantic stories, nationalistic stories. I 
was reacting against that, as a younger generation usually does 
against their elders and betters.”  

In his book National Dreams (which continues to be 
widely assigned in university courses, 20 years after its original 
publication), Francis got to work picking apart the narratives of  
the man he described as “our number one National Dreamer.”

Where Berton had presented the CPR as a great Cana-
dian achievement that united the country, Francis explored a 
less noble side: that it was built on the backs of  cheap migrant 
labour, using land extorted from Indigenous people, chiefly for 
the purpose of  making profits for an elite group of  shareholders 
and at great cost to the public purse. While Berton celebrated 
the Mountie as a national icon of  peace, order and good gov-
ernment, Francis exposed the RCMP’s long tradition of  repres-
sion and illegality.

The tension between Francis’ reading of  the past versus 
Berton’s boiled down to different ideas about the purpose of  
history. Francis didn’t think history’s role was to support na-
tional solidarity, but to explore why certain narratives emerge 
over others, and how the past can be invoked to support present 
policies. “That’s the best reason I know to learn about history,” 
wrote Francis. “Not to unite the country behind a feel-good 
story of  national achievement, but to recognize a myth when 
we are fed one.” 

He says that he wasn’t necessarily trying to prove that his 
version was right and Berton’s was wrong. “I wasn’t lecturing 
at people about what they should believe, I was attempting to 
engage them in the same process that I was engaging in, and 
wondering why I thought certain things.” 

Despite their different interpretations, Francis, like Ber-
ton, made storytelling central to his work. His background as 
a journalist (which he shared with Berton) gave him the tools 
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The new year on the calen-
dar is part way through 

our historical-society year. 
Traditionally, going back to 
Bruce Watson’s long tenure as 
program director, board mem-
bers meet in early December 
to thrash out ideas for lectures 
beginning the following May. 
Bruce was a great planner and 
had no taste for the last-minute 
“gee who can we get?” type of  
organization.

For me, the December meeting is always one of  the 
most stimulating of  the year as we try to balance the avail-
ability of  speakers with a wide range of  topics. We try for a 
balance of  old and newish, of  heavy and lighter, of  “main-
stream” and minority, and of  Vancouver and Elsewhere. 
Stay tuned to the website and this newsletter as program 
director Bob McDonald gets confirmations and rolls out 
our 2018–9 events.

One of  the biggest and most valuable changes we 
have made in the past couple of  years is the filming of  
most of  our talks. Elwin Xie and his helpers do a superb 
job recording our speakers and meshing their images and 
words. We are gradually accumulating quite an archive on 
YouTube: search “Vancouver Historical Society on You-
Tube” using Google or whatever and you will find them. 

They are unedited, at least in the sense that they 
aren’t shortened or cherry-picked, which makes them 
about an hour in length; some you can listen to like a radio 
program or a podcast, others you want to watch because 
of  the richness of  the images. Regardless, they give both 
members and the general public the chance to see and 
hear our speakers if  they miss a meeting or want to watch 
them again. Any fears we had of  diminished attendance at 
the lectures themselves have been groundless – the seats in 
the Joyce Walley room are filled every month.

And the videos are useful. I was at a City Hall meet-
ing recently reviewing a consultant’s document about the 
south shore of  False Creek. There were some problems 
with it, especially its explanation of  the curious piece of  
land recently returned to the Squamish Nation—10 acres 
of  their original 80-acre Kitsilano Indian Reserve. “Watch 
Douglas Harris’s talk on the VHS YouTube channel,” I 
told them, referencing the lecture from November, 2016. 
“It will give you both background and detail.”

Michael Kluckner
presidentvhs@gmail.com
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to make history accessible and engaging, 
but he also worked to incorporate new 
academic research and investigate deeper 
historical themes. 

After studying English at the Univer-
sity of  British Columbia, Francis moved to 
Ottawa for graduate school, and worked 
as a journalist for two years before chang-
ing course to pursue history. He took on 
research contracts for Parks Canada and 
various museums, wrote a series of  social 
studies textbooks, and published histories 
of  the fur trade and whaling. After almost 
two decades out East, Francis returned to 
the west coast to dedicate himself  to inter-
preting the history of  British Columbia. 
By that time, he says he had discovered 
what interested him most about the study 
of  history: “Why do we believe what we 
believe about the past?” He has written 
almost a dozen books on B.C.’s history, in-
cluding some for young readers. He also 
served as editor of  the Encyclopedia of  British 
Columbia.

In his latest book, Where Mountains 
Meet the Sea, Francis turns his attention to-
wards the District of  North Vancouver - 
a community he has lived in for 30 years, 
but about which, he says, he knew almost 

nothing. “Unlike many of  my projects, I 
was learning something new almost ev-
ery day about stuff just around the corner 
from me.”

He continues to analyze historical 
stereotypes as well as events, exploring 
for example, the 1970s image of  North 
Van as a rough, working-class area (the 
District’s current mayor, who grew up 
in West Vancouver, recalls his father in-
structing the kids to lock the doors when 
they drove into North Vancouver). He 
also highlights the disparity between 
North Vancouver’s identity as an un-
spoiled wilderness and the fact that, for 
decades, uncontrolled commercial log-
ging ravaged large swaths of  North Shore 
forest, while the development of  port fa-
cilities destroyed tidal flats and estuaries 
that Indigenous communities had relied 
on for generations.

After 30 books, Francis says he’s 
slowing down, although he’s currently 
“noodling around” for a project on the 
history of  Vancouver. “I’m less produc-
tive as I get older,” he claims. He re-
mains modest about a literary output 
that rivals Berton’s. “If  I hadn’t been 
writing books all these years what would 
I have been doing?”

The VHS invites everyone to attend our 
monthly talks. Admission for non-members 
is by donation. Talks are held at the Mu-
seum of Vancouver, 1100 Chestnut Street 
(in Vanier Park) at 7:30 p.m. on the fourth 
Thursday of every month except June, July, 
August and December.

Thursday March 22, 2018
Blood, Sweat, and Fear: The story 
of Inspector John Vance, Vancou-

ver’s first forensic investigator.
Speaker: Eve Lazarus, Crime Historian 

During his 42-year career (1907-
1949) Vance was constantly called 
upon to use his skills in serology, 
toxicology, firearms, trace evidence 
and autopsy to solve some of  the 
most sensational murder cases of  
the twentieth century. His skills and 
analytic abilities were so effective 
that there were seven attempts on his 
life, and for a time, he and his family 
were under constant police guard. 

Thursday February 22, 2018
The Death and Life of the Single-

Family House
Speaker: Nathan Lauster, associate 

professor of sociology, UBC

Nathan Lauster has tracked the his-
tory of  housing in Vancouver and in-
terviewed residents about the cultur-
al importance of  the house as well as 
the urban problems it was supposed 
to solve. Although Vancouver’s built 
environment is unique, Lauster ar-
gues that it was never predestined by 
geography or demography. Instead, 
regulatory transformations enabled 
the city to renovate, build over, and 
build around the house.

Upcoming Speakers
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Daniel Francis accepts the Pierre Berton award from Governor General Julie Payette at a 
ceremony in Rideau Hall. PHOTO BY MCPL VINCENT CARBONNEAU, RIDEAU HALL, © OSGG, 2017



We inherited a player piano when 
we bought our house in 2010. It’s 

a long story, but in the back of  my mind 
I thought I might want to play it. As it 
turned out I didn’t, but try to find a new 
home for an old piano nowadays! 

Our hundred-year-old Grandview 
house also contained a postwar classic—
a panelled “rec room” in the basement 
where the piano lived. They were so popu-
lar that Canadian Forest Products’ New 
Westminster plywood division published a 
plan book in 1961, offering homeowners 
six themes to choose from—Contempo-
rary, Western, Polynesian, Tavern, (Artist’s) 
Salon, and Marine. This was an era of  ca-
sual entertaining at home, dancing to LPs 
on the hi-fi or watching TV and drinking. 
Three of  the six plans include a bar.

Our player piano came with dozens 
of  music rolls—popular arrangements of  
classics and some show tunes like The 
Sound of  Music. As most readers will 
know, the piano “plays itself,” powered 
by a “pianist” who pumped on foot ped-
als, causing the perforated roll to pass 
over a drum and triggering an ingenious 
multitude of  cogs and arms that made 
the hammers hit the strings in the correct 
order. Player pianos are classic Victori-
ana, a great example of  that era’s fasci-
nation with complex gizmos like steam 
engines.  A skilled pianist could actually 
play accompaniment to the piano-roll 
tune; more likely, most people pedalled 
away, watched the keys go up and down, 
and sang along. It probably made its way 
to our house in the ‘50s.

After years of  trying, we had all but 
given up finding the piano a new home, 
but then Tom Carter joined the VHS 

board. Tom is a musician and artist with 
a keen interest in entertainment history. 
He came over and saw it, got it playing, 
hired a rebuilder to fix it up, and said he 
would love to have it—the only problem 
being that he already had a grand piano 
in his home. No problem, said Tom, he’d 
find it a home

Along the way, Tom researched its 
history. It’s an Angelus, probably from 
1915–20; new it was worth about $950, 
or double the price of  a Model T Ford 
and about equivalent to the annual in-
come of  a skilled tradesman. Take a close 
look at the advertisement reproduced on 
page 2 of  this newsletter – player pianos 
were the home-entertainment centre of  
the day, a kind of  transition between the 
skilled pianist (usually a woman) of  19th-
century family gatherings to the hi-fi and, 
in this era, the TV that has now become 
the home theatre.

The Rec Room and the Player Piano

SUPPORT THE VHS: Join online today at www.vancouver-historical-society.ca 

ENTERTAINING IN A “WESTERN”-THEMED REC ROOM, FROM SIX MASTER-DESIGNED RECREATION ROOMS, PUBLISHED BY CANADIAN FOREST PRODUCTS LTD. PACIFIC VENEER 
AND PLYWOOD DIVISION, NEW WESTMINSTER, 1961. ILLUSTRATION BY DICK BROWN.

By Michael Kluckner


