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Good Evening

When Carolyn first asked me to be the speaker this evening, I immediately did a search on Google for “famous women of Muskoka”.  It suggested two major topics: dating services and our two shelters for women in crisis in Muskoka. 

However, we have many famous women to talk about this evening: From the first native women who to those of you this evening. 

The history between these two groups are the women who started the first tourist homes for the fishermen, the first tourists themselves, the women who worked so diligently to make this community what it is today including our modern Muskoka women. 
Muskoka women from all time periods are supporters, enthusiasts, and women with spirit and fortitude. 
Muskoka Women are not unique but compliment the history of our country.  Let’s find out about some of these women.
Until 150 years ago, Muskoka was only inhabited by Native People.
Actually, Muskoka was visited by many First Nations tribes passing through, but there were few, if any permanent residents or tribes that lived here for several consecutive years.
The native bands, such as Algonquin, Iroquois, Huron, and Ojibwa, were here to take advantage of the fishing and hunting.

 The dense forest provided a great hunting area by summer and the lakes provided great fishing in summer and sometimes winter.
As they roamed from area to area, the native women would pack up all their belongings and help set up camp while their men would find food for their families. There is the story of how Skeleton Lake got its name.  When the tribe moved from the lake for the winter, one woman would not go with her tribe because her son was so ill.  In the spring when the tribe returned, they found 2 skeletons and consequently the name of the lake.
These First Nation’s women were the first instance of women being supporters with spirit, because without their help the men could not feed the family and provide the necessities of life.  Certainly to live in this climate and this geography took fortitude, especially when we think they probably lived in what we would call “portable housing”.
When we think of the first Europeans who visited Muskoka, there were no women.
Etienne Brule, a Jesuit priest,  Samuel de Champlain, an explorer and David Thompson, a map maker either did not have a wife or left her in Montreal with family while they visited Muskoka. 
The pioneer era in Muskoka started in the late 1850’s. 

Mrs. Catharine McCabe was definitely the first non-native woman in Muskoka, in 1859.  It is documented that she was famous for her water, vinegar and molasses “stirabout” drink – you might want to see a re-enactment of  the McCabe’s on DVD which will be released in the next few months by the  Ontario Visual Heritage Project featuring another famous woman of Muskoka, Robin Clipson or as some may know her: “Peaches”.
The McCabe’s came to Muskoka from Great Britain, of course by ship across the Atlantic Ocean, probably by rail from Montreal to Toronto, by rail from Toronto to Barrie, from Barrie to Orillia by steamer, from Orillia to Washago by row boat and then walked to the shore of Lake Muskoka. 

The McCabe’s built a rustic log structure, near where the Gates are in Gravenhurst, and this became the first tavern and hotel in Muskoka: this is the beginning of tourism in Muskoka!

 “Mother” McCabe, as she was known, was an example of an early Muskoka woman with spirit and determination. 

When our federal government, opened Muskoka with Free Land Grants in 1868, many Great Britains and Europeans choose this rugged land for their new homes and farms. 
The first road from Washago to Gravenhurst was opened in 1860. It was a corduroy road or one in which logs were laid in rows to make the surface, especially in the swampy areas. 
I found a quote from Mrs. Harriet King, an English settler, who came to this area in 1871. She states, “Oh! The horrors of the journey!  The road was most dreadful – our first acquaintance with ‘corduroy roads’.  The forest gradually closed in upon us, on fire on both sides, burnt trees crashing down in all directions, here and there one right across the road, which had to be dragged out of the way before we could not go on… my poor sister had to cling convulsively to the rope which secured the passengers’ baggage to avoid being thrown out, and for long afterwards we both suffered from the bruises we received and the strain upon our limbs. Our baggage was left behind and we did not see it for weeks.”   We think we have problems with baggage at airports!!!!
The promise of free land looked enticing. The large stands of trees in southern Ontario when cleared gave way to good soil for crops but in Muskoka this gave way to thin soil and rocks.  You can not farm rock, although this has changed in last few years as we see the truck loads of rock on the highway heading south to another landscaping job.  Also, many of these new arrivals were aristocrats from Great Britain, who had no idea of how to farm, especially in this climate.  
I just finished reading a book titled “English Bloods”, which describes how all the cows died the first winter because the settler did not think he needed a barn. Many of the women came to Muskoka expecting to live in the style they had done so in England.  Oh what a surprise!

 A little later, lumbering became the economic backbone of Muskoka. The settlers joined the logging camps over the winter months to make some money. I guess I know where the women were: raising the family, tending the garden, looking after the animals and feeding the men in the saw mills and the lumbering camps. 
I have read several books about the sisters, Suzanna Moody and Catharine Parr Trail, pioneer women who lived in another part of Ontario but wrote extensively about their experiences.  I recommend their books to anyone who wishes to find out about the life of women of this time. 
An excerpt from The Northern Advocate, a newspaper in this area, from 1869 states:  Maxims for Young Girls:

“If you want to marry, do not court or attract the attention of gentlemen.  A little wholesome indifference will be more likely to accomplish this object. Consider, moreover, that it is better to be a woman than a wife and do not degrade your character by making your whole existence turn on the pivot of matrimony.”

There were no medical facilities, maybe a few midwives, and many pregnancies.  Pioneers had large families, such as the Tobins of Tobins Island, Lake Rosseau who had 12 children.

Homes were log cabins with no facilities so daily chores included bringing in the wood, bringing in the water, making bread, sewing and mending and all the hundreds of chores that all pioneer women did. I imagine there was little friendship with other women as they could be miles away.  
Pioneer women of Muskoka certainly were adventuresome but also supporters of their families and communities.
The next group of women who deserve note were those who visited and those who worked in the Tourist businesses. 
Not until groups of adventurous hunters and fishermen began to “discover Muskoka” was there any glimmer of hope of making a decent living in Muskoka.
More and more travelers were showing up on the doorsteps of the settlers looking for lodging and food and thus the tourism industry was born.

In 1866, A.P. Cockburn, known as the father of Muskoka tourism, and who was married to Mary Helen Proctor, called his first ship the Wenonah, which in Ojibiwa means “first born” – after his first born child, also named Mary.  From this we know that the females had at least a small part in the early history of Muskoka. 
The steamboats made many areas of Muskoka more accessible and it caught on as a tourist destination in the late 1800’s.  Most tourists came because of the fishing which was so good that the lakes were described as thick with fish.
By 1880, there were 20 resort hotels in Muskoka.  I know who was doing a lot of the work of the daily food and room maintenance – the women!

There are a few pictures of hunters and their catch, such as a dozen deer strung on a pole.  Several of these pictures include women holding a rife but wearing the fashionable long skirt of the era.  They seem to be part of the hunting crew, however they were probably the tourists and not the settlers.

Managing the hotel and running the store, was the job of Margaret Fraser, in Port Cockburn in 1892.  She died suddenly and it is noted that the family had a serious setback in their tourism business, after her death.  
My research shows again that there are very few women mentioned in the early days of tourism, except for the more well-to-do areas such as Beaumaris where it lists actual female owners of islands and cottages. 

A piece of trivia from the inaugural meeting of Gravenhurst Council in 1877: the first item of business at this important meeting discussed whether the two elected female councilors could vote. There was a tie vote among the councillors, the mayor did not wish to vote so threw the question to the town’s people who attended.  These female councillors got their vote before women in all of Canada could vote.  Now, these women had spirit and some supporters in the audience.
The many hotels and resorts of the 20th Century were mainly staffed by young women, in their long black dresses, heavily starched white aprons and little caps.  They were the women who severed the tourists.
Let us not forget that each of these resorts were owned and managed usually by a husband wife team, where the woman did the reservations, registrations, and organization.  
For the kitchen staff, several of whom were women, the day began before the first light of dawn.  They worked over huge black cook stoves that were always in use. The heat was intolerable as the day progressed

Women worked in the laundry house where the huge iron boilers heated the water, wire clothes lines criss-crossed the room, and it had a woodstove with dozens of flat irons

Waitresses, tuck shop girls, and chamber maids in both the hotels and on the steamships were always to act with the utmost of respect and courtesy towards the tourists.
Jean Hunter writes “It was 1944 when I worked at Beaumaris, the year before it burned.  I was a secretary and my sister worked in the Tuck Shop there.  It was a fascinating job because Beaumaris was the gathering place of the wealthy.  One of my jobs was to take dictation for Mr. Mellon, who owned the Mellon National Bank in Philadelphia.  He would send over his private launch with a chauffeur, to take me to his ‘cottage’ on the island.”
Another Muskoka woman involved in the tourism business was Mary Elizabeth Aitken, manager of Windermere House.  Mary Elizabeth was born in Muskoka, and upon the death of her parents managed the resort for 27 years until 1980.  

There was the well-to-do and the not so well-to-do, but Muskoka women have always supported the tourism businesses, demonstrating they have the skills to make this a viable business. 
Many famous and important women have visited Muskoka.  Since our main industry in Muskoka is tourism, we have people who visit and stay for various amounts of time. 
Emily Stowe is one of these women. She was first female to be a licensed physician in Canada and was the moving force behind the Ontario Medical College for Women founded in 1883.  This was the same year that the family purchased what we now know as Stowe Island in Lake Joseph.  Emily insisted that the fresh air of Muskoka would be beneficial for her husband’s ill health. 

In the early 1900’s native poet Pauline Johnson, spent several summers camping in Muskoka and wrote her famous poem: Shadow River. 
Lucy Maud Montgomery spent 2 weeks in Muskoka in 1922.  While here, she wrote the book The Blue Castle which definitely has a Muskoka setting. The story takes place in the early 1920's in the fictional town of Deerwood. probably Bala, where Montgomery visited.  This novel is considered one of L.M. Montgomery's few adult works of fiction, and is the only book she wrote that is entirely set outside of Prince Edward Island. 
Lady Eaton spent a great deal of time in Muskoka starting at Kwandag, now Lake Rosseau School, in 1906. An interesting anecdote about Lady Eaton is when she flew to Toronto from Lake Rosseau with Billy Bishop of World War I fame. She telephoned her husband to meet her at the Toronto waterfront. He was quite perturbed that she would risk her life in an open cockpit airplane, his wife and mother to his 5 children.  She later commented that his driving up Yonge Street in Toronto was more risk than in the airplane. 

When Cindy Nicholas swam across Lake Ontario in 1974, in record time, we all noted that she had trained at Windermere, Muskoka. 
Sometimes Muskoka has been called Hollywood North.  Movie actress Goldie Hawn has spent the last several summers on Lake Rosseau.
Noted celebrities that have passed through such places as the Gravenhurst Opera House include Pussy Galore who went on to star in James’ Bond’s Goldfinger, Araby Lockhart, Royal Canadian Air Farce’s Luba Goy, Michelle Wright and Amy Sky.
Eilleen Regina Edwards, who we all know as Shania Twain, spent a few years living in Huntsville and performing at Deerhurst Resort.
Along with many others these Muskoka women, although from many walks of life, were, and are, enthusiasts for the Muskoka region.  
No female has ever represented Muskoka in Federal or Provincial parliaments.
However, Wanda Miller, mayor of Gravenhurst from 1954 to 1960 was one of Canada’s first female mayors.  
The trend continues today with Susan Pryke and Janet Peake as present mayors.
Muskoka women have always been very ambitious and diligent workers.  They are seldom ladies of leisure. 

In the health field we respect our dentists, physiotherapists, chiropractors, nurses, doctors and all health care workers, the majority of them being female.  They are the supporters of our families and loved ones. 

Let us not forget the many nurses from the three sanitariums in Gravenhurst from 1885 – 1960.  

The education field has traditionally had many females. Muskoka is no different. We remember people such as Miss Dorothy Shaw, principal of Gravenhurst High from 1940 – 1952.  During recent years, of course our own, Evelyn Brown, first female director of education in our area and we today we have females in the top position of both our post secondary institutions: Nipissing University, and Georgian College.

Female Police women, Postmistresses and Paramedics are Muskoka women who serve their communities each and every day.   I am happy to say that we have identified at least one female in each of the trades such as electricity, carpentry, tool and die making and plumbing.  These are the very women who are excellent role models at our Opening Doors for the Young Women of Muskoka event, on a yearly basis. 
I admire, Mrs. Santa Claus who has lived in our community for the last 53 years during the summer months.  She is busy assisting the elves at Santa’s Village in Bracebridge as they make toys and prepare for the Christmas rush. We love how she entertains children each and every day during the summer.
One of our more famous Muskoka women is Rene Cassie who was born in Bracebridge in 1888. Rene made the town famous with her work in administering a mixture of 8 herbs to cure cancer victims. This mixture was called Essiac, her surname spelled backwards.  Today we remember her contribution with a statue in Bracebridge and a room at Woodchester Villa. 

We say thanks to the women who went before us and those among us today who have worked diligently to assist all those who live and visit Muskoka. 

Women have always created their own clubs, groups and societies to share their joys and sorrows with each other. 

Muskoka Women were no different. 

From the early Women’s Institutes, church groups, 4-H clubs and quilting groups to the YWCA, Canadian Federation of University Women’s Club, Muskoka Women’s Connection and Business and Professional Women’s Associations of today.  Women have enjoyed their own groups and this must have been especially popular when neighbours were few and life demanded housework all day, every day. 
It is noted that in 1903, Mrs. Adelaide Hoodless, who had founded the Women’s Institute of Canada, invited several local women from the Brackenrig area to her cottage on Sans Souci Island, Lake Rosseau.  And thus began the first Women’s Institute’s in Muskoka. Finally there was a place where women could join together for fellowship and whose motto was “for home and country” although politics and religion were not to be discussed. 
The various women’s groups throughout the ages, including today, demonstrate the support that women give to each other and to their community.

The Muskoka woman of today may look a little different due to fashion, hair styles and cosmetics, but she is still has the spirit, the enthusiasm and the traits that make her one of us.
Whether she is on a wakeboard, driving her Dippy boat, perusing a further education or excelling in her career, she is to be admired. 
Many women have chosen to live in Muskoka to pursue their careers in the arts.  They are drawn to the extraordinary beauty and tranquility within walking and paddling distance of their homes. The female painters, potters and photographers are just a few.
With the advent of modern technology, Muskoka provides a wonderful setting for our home businesses.  We can be in our homes and attending to our families while still earning a living.  Since I teach on the Internet for Nipissing University, I am an example of this type of employment.  To my students, I describe my setting as communicating from my office, overlooking Lake Muskoka.  Does it get any better? 
Another example of a modern woman from Port Carling and a graduate of Bracebridge and Muskoka Lakes Secondary School is Vicky Dodington, now known as Victoria Banks.  She has gone on to be a well known song writer in Nashville Tennessee.  We were all so proud when she serenaded us at the Gravenhurst Opera House last summer. 
Modern Muskoka women have continued the legacy of being full of spirit and adventure. 

As we celebrate Muskoka Women of Distinction this evening, I wish to ensure you that you are among great company.  From our first native women and through the ages, Muskoka women have always been supporters, enthusiasts and full of spirit.

Since Canada's earliest beginnings, strong women, including Muskoka women, have shaped our history.
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