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Introduction

The purpose of this study is to provide a biographical
sketch of Archibald Stansfeld Belaney or Grey Owl as he was
more familiarily known. Emphasis has been placed on the
years he spent at Prince Albert National Park and, to a les-
ser extent, Riding Mountain National Park. A chronological
approach has been adopted so that the following questions
may be resolved: what were the psychological and intellec-
tual forces influencing his childhood and later adult life,
what, if any, was his philosophy of conservation and does he,
in fact, merit the title "conservationist" and finally, what
were the results of his work?

For the most part documentary evidence has been the basis
for formulating the answers to these guestions. Such infor-
mation was retrieved from various departmental files within
the Public Archives of Canada and previously unpublished
material from the Macmillan Publishing Company Archives in
Toronto, and the Interpretative Office of Prince Albert
National Park, Waskesiu Lake, Saskatchewan. Additional mater-
ial was obtained from the current historical files within the
Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development, the
Provincial Archives of Ontario, the Saskatchewan Archives
Office, and the Saskatchewan Archives Board.

A major problem in composing a biography of a well known
and colourful figure is separating fact from fiction. For that
reason oral history has not been relied upon as much as
might have been possible. Though Belaney had literally thou-
sands of admirers, his friends were few in number and could,
in his own assessment, "be numbered on the fingers of one

hand." Since he was such amysterious person, the stories



surrounding his life and work are perhaps better known than
the truth. Time has taken its toll on the memories of those
who were acquainted with him. Questioning individuals about
a contemporary whom they worked with or befriended is always
a risky venture and the historical validity of such interviews
is bound to diminish with the passage of years.

The Canadian historical community has tenaciously refused
to recognize the interest or significance of Grey Owl. Aca-
demic studies of the man are almost non-existent. Carl

Klinck's celebrated Literary History of Canada devotes less

than a page to this author, in spite of acknowledging him as
"our greatest writer of the thirties." Margaret Atwood in
Survival ignores him completely, preferring to concentrate
on the less popular, more obscure, authors. At present
Professor Donald Smith has produced two worthwhile, albeit
brief, inquiries into his life and work: "Grey Owl,"

Ontario History, vol. 63, September, 1971 and "The Belaney's

of Brandon Hills: Grey Owl's Canadian Cousins," Beaver, vol.
306, winter, 1975. The most comprehensive source yet is
Lovat Dickson's, Wilderness Man:. The Strange Glory of Grey

Owl. This study of Belaney is generally historically accurate—
thanks to the assistance of researcher D.B. Smith—but it is
flawed by a somewhat distorted, overly stpathetic, treatment

of Belaney. The popular literature on Grey Owl is quite

large and since his death articles have appeared in period-

icals as diverse as Rod and Gun and the Canadian Geographical

Journal.

The text of this work has been broken into seven chapters.
The primary chapter outlines the emotional and intellectual
environment in which Archie was raised. Chapter two discusses
his first and very harsh exposure to the Canadian frontier,
and the shift in values away from his British origins. The
necessity for developing a new identity is examined here.
The third chapter returns Archie to Canada and introduces

Anahareo, the woman who was to have such a profound effect.



The fourth and fifth chapters discuss Belaney's gradual
transformation from trapper to conservation publicist.

This change unfolds against the background of his emerging
career as a native author and "naturalist" within the National
Parks Branch. Attention is also paid to his declining mental
health which, it is suggested, resulted from a combination

of early experiences and uncontrolled abuse of alcohol.
Chapter six details his continuing work for the government

and increasing success as an author coincident with two high-
ly acclaimed tours of England. The concluding chapter ex-
amines the totality of Belaney's labours and attempts to place
him in an historical perspective within the Canadian conser-

vation movement.



I The Formative Years

Archie Belaney's ancestry can be traced back to the early
years of the 19th century to Scottish farming stock.l He was
named after his grandfather who was the youngest in a family
of five sons and became a comfortable merchant in Georgian
London. At about age 30 he married a woman of some means.
They had three children: Ada, Carrie and George Belaney.
Archibald Belaney died before his only son had completed
school. Perhaps the lack of fatherly discipline lead George
to be less than the gentleman his social station demanded.

By age 21 he had left his job with Huth and Company, a pros-
perous tea and coffee import house. A subsequent individual
effort at the business of selling these stimulants in thirsty
London met with dismal failure. His lack of business acumen,
irresponsibility and penchant for drink forced the firm of
George Furmage Belaney and Company to close their doors by
the spring of 1880.

With financial disaster came social problems. A young
woman with whom he had become enamoured while visiting friends
in Suffolk had become pregnant by him. She is said to have
had little money and less education. Her parents were natural-
ly concerned over the fate of their daughter. Failure to
marry her would undoubtedly lead to scandal or worse still
legal prosecution. Certainly if his mother discovered his
position, she would most probably sever the allowance she had
been paying him since the collapse of his own business. Fear-
ing the consequences, George Belaney married Rose Ethel Hines
on April 13, l881.2 This marriage was doomed from the begin-

ning and it is no surprise to find that George abandoned his



wife within months of their union. The child for whom this
arrangement had been so hastily concluded died before the
age of two.

Belaney's real romantic interest was linked to another
woman whom he met at approximately the time he married Rose
Ethel Hines. It is unlikely that George's mother ever knew
that he had been forced to marry Ethel, a woman he did not
love and for whom he cared little. When her son introduced
Elizabeth Cox to the family Mrs. Belaney's only concern was
that before any marriage took place, George must find a res-
pectable career,,3

This stipulation was only a minor difficulty for George,
who had always been able to manipulate his mother. He was
the only male child and bore a resemblance to Mrs. Belaney's
late husband. Possibly because of this resemblance he was
easily able to convince his mother to invest financially in
an American fruit farming venture which he was planning. 1In
the late autumn of 1885 George, Elizabeth and Gertrude, their
child of the previous spring, settled in Florida. In addition
Elizabeth had convinced George to allow her younger sister
Katherine, or Kitty as she preferred, a fragile child of
twelve, to accompany them. George's orange grove was a
brief success. 1In his free time he rewarded himself with
hours of carefree hunting. When he eventually left England
for good he gave his mother several valuable pieces of his
taxidermal work.4 Good fortune, however, favoured him only
fleetingly and in 1886 after less than a year in America
Elizabeth became ill and died. Crushed by the loss, he return-
ed to his former irresponsible ways, becoming in the words
of his sisters, "a drunkard.“5

Elizabeth's younger sister, Kitty, now became the woman
of the household. It seems she served as a blend of domestic,
mother to Gertrude. Ultimately she became George's lover, and
eventually, Grey Owl's mother. George's business collapsed

and in the early spring of 1888 he was forced to sell out.



As in the past when financial difficulties rose George looked
to his mother for relief, which she always gave despite his
sisters' protestations. He anticipated this occasion would
prove no different. Consequently in the summer of 1888,
George and Kitty Cox departed for Hastings. At this point
he married the fifteen year old Kitty. At the same time he
abandoned Gertrude, his three year old daughter. Both these
acts were designed to make his existence more palatable to
Mrs. Belaney. To ensure that she would not discover what an
utter cad he was, he introduced his fifteen year old wife
as an American, formerly named Kitty Morris.6

In Hastings George and Kitty lived in a respectably
furnished accommodation at thirty-two St. James Road provided
by Mrs. Belaney. There Archibald Stansfeld Belaney was born
on September 18, 1888. Less than a week later, his birth
was recorded in the local registry office with George care-
fully concealing his penury by emphatically stating his oc-
cupation as “planter."7 For a brief spell Hastings appealed
to him. As long as his mother continued to keep him in the
style to which he had become accustomed, there seemed little
reason to seek employment.

He must have felt something for Kitty with whom he stayed
for two more years. This marriage produced a second son,
Hugh Cockburn, in 1900. But late Victorian Hastings had its
limit of entertainment for George who once again desired to
travel. The responsibilities of a wife and two small child-
ren did not apparently concern him, or if they did, travel
was the surest way to avoid them. According to Lovat Dickson,
Belaney's publisher and agent, and to date the only living
person able to verify this, George was approached by the
family's solicitors and offered a regular stipend each year
provided that he leave England immediately and never return.8
By this arrangement everyone would benefit. Kitty, modestly
supported by Mrs. Belaney's savings, would be allowed to go

her own way with the youngest child Hugh. Archibald, the



favourite of the two children, would be properly raised by
Ada, Carrie and Mrs. Belaney. Finally, the direct costs of
maintaining George's family would be considerably reduced,
thereby sparing his mother further financial worries. By
Archie's fourth birthday an agreement was made. George re-
turned to North America; Kitty, now a young woman of nine-
teen and not at all unattractive, gradually drifted away
from the influence of the Belaney woman and remarried within
a few years to a comfortably placed bank clerk. The results
of this happier marriage was a boy, Leonard, who even to this
day bears an incredible resemblance to his famous half-brother.
If one wished to debate the contentious issue of whether
physical environment or heredity forms the dominant influence
on an individual's development, then the town of Hastings
was about as likely as China to produce a "Red Indian dedica-
ted to conservation," as the press would later describe him.
A contemporary tourist advertisement proclaims that Hastings
has been "popular with visitors since 1066," and certainly it
was popular at the turn of the century. Each year thousands
from the larger metropolitan areas descended upon the town
to enjoy the moderate climate, agquatic sports, and more reason-
able prices than could be had in popular.Brighton.9 The town
has changed little since then. The preserved ruins of the
Norman Castle continue to overshadow the commercial core.
The streets are steep and narrow, and imminently worthy of
investigation for the numerous historical plaques dotting the
walls of the houses. The architecture of the older areas,
a blend of Tudor, Georgian and Victorian, remains for the most
part unaltered by time or the land developer. Hastings
remained a largely conservative parochial society heavily do-
minated by the Church of England.lo
At the impressionable age of four Archie was left with
his grandmother and aunt. Throughout his childhood in Hastings

he nurtured a fantasy—not of a sea captain or pirate as might



be expected—but of an Indian in the wilds of North America.
Since the housing needs for the two aunts, grandmother and
Archie were lessened by the departure of George, Kitty and
Hugh, Mrs. Belaney sold her house at fifty-two St. Helen's
Road in 1895.ll Slightly less prestiguous lodgings were ob-
tained at thirty-six St. Mary's Terrace. For Archie this was
the third move within the town in almost as many years. The
new home had one decided advantage; namely, its proximity

to St. Helen's woods lying a mile to the north. This 30

acre tract of land became his refuge and it was here that his
interest in bird and mammal life emerged. Here, too, he began
to fantasize about the life of the Indian.

Archie's need to develop this fantasy becomes more under-
standable when one considers his home and school life. The
dominant influences of his childhood were three women. They
undoubtedly loved him but could only partially provide for
his emotional needs. Certainly the absence of his parents,
particularly his father, must have lead to cruel teasing from
his elementary school friends. The fact that his mother had
left with his younger brother must certainly have given rise
to some degree of sibling jealousy. By the time he was ready
to enter Hastings Grammar School he must have been questioning
his own self-image and identity. Whatever emotional support
he had received from his surrogate parents, Ada and Carrie,
had probably pretty well dissolved by his 1lth birthday.

Young Archie developed some ability at the piano. Such
an interest was probably initially pursued to appease the
women, but became a skill which he would periodically call
upon to entertain himself and friends in Canada.12 Of greater
significance was the mysterious rapport he cultivated with
the flora and fauna of St. Helen's woods and other municipal
park lands. It was here that he was happiest; sometimes
alone, sometimes in the company of his mother's two trusted
collie dogs.13 For hours at a time he would traipse about the

park observing, listening and studying the wildlife. On a



number of occasions he would return to the house with biolo-
gical specimens which he would care for as lovingly as another
child would care for a cat or a dog. Reptiles, especially
snakes, fascinated him. Often one or more could be found in
his pockets, others he preserved in bottles of spirits.14
This rudimentary interest in natural science was most probab-
ly inherited from his father whose taxidermy collection was
scattered about the household.

Throughout primary school Archie had done well and it
was expected that he should continue on to the local Grammar
School. Had it not been for his grandmother's affluence and
the family's social position he would likely have been denied
entrance. At school his circle of acquaintances was broadened
somewhat; his interest in the "west" and the "frontier" in-
creased as he became exposed to the popular, albeit distorted,
literature in vogue at that time; and finally, he began to
question the family about his father's whereabouts. The
Hastings Grammar School was a highly competitive institution.
A student was expected to produce better than average grades
to eagerly participate in extra curricular activities. Each
year the spirit and sympathy of "the old school tie" and the
tradition of "playing the game" were inculcated into the youth-
ful minds of the freshmen class. Such school spirit was lar-
gely lost on Archie. He maintained his aloof nature making
only two or three friends throughout his entire stay. Par-
ticularly inspired by his history and geography instructors
he did well academically. According to his half-brother
Leonard Scott-Brown he was so successful that, "mom felt em-
barassed at the end of term when the prizes which were usually
books were distributed, since Archie often took all of them."15

During the first three years of his post-primary education
Archie read avidly. Writers such as Henty, Haggard and Kipling,
all of whom were sanctioned in the name of Empire, became his

favourites. When he was unable to obtain these "respectable"
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adventure stories he settled for and eventually began to
prefer, those described as "penny dreadfuls." These works
invariably dealt with the Indian-white battles of the
American frontier. The plots of these novelettes were notor-
iously redundant and inaccurate. Such stories were full of
scenes of rabid natives, usually Apaches, raiding innocent
wagon trains pillaging and burning and then departing into the
sunset leaving only the echo of their warwhoops. Shortly
afterwards the brave cavalry forces arrived on the horizon
eager to meet out punishment on "the heathen." These troops
were inevitably lead or guided by a brave Mé&tis scout. He
was usually granted the noble cunning, stealth and wildlife
knowledge of the native, and his physical characteristics
were a blend of the best from both races. The conception of
mixed parentage allowed the authors to portray him as at least
partially "civilized," respected by the whitemen, feared by
his native brothers and altogether a very decent sort of
individual.l6 To Archie he appeared the superlative of both
worlds, an idealized father. His romantic vision eventually
grew into an enormous fantasy which he publicized as a writer
and emulated throughout his adult life.

At age fourteen Archie had been enrolled in the Grammar
School for three years. During that time he befriended few
of his classmates. While his peers actively engaged in cricket
and football, a common socializing process within the school
system, he studiously avoided them.17 Instead he tended to
look for companionship among the junior grades finding there
Harry Hopkins or "Hoppy" as he was called, William Dyer,
Percy Overton and George McCormick. Of these George McCormick
and his large family became his closest allies. There were
two reasons for this: first, the proximity of their houses
which were separated by a narrow pathway linking their gar-
dens; second, the friendly relaxed environment of the

McCormick household which must surely have been a relief from






