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You are tired 
with civilization, I 

come and offer you what? 
A single green leaf 

WA SHA QUON ASIN 
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"Kindness to animals 
is the 

hallmark of human advancement; 
when it appears 

nearly everything else can he 
taken for granted.' 

GREY OWL 
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FROM THE OBSCURITY OF THE CANADIAN wilderness, he 
travelled to the lecture halls of Canada, Great Britain and the 
United States. He spoke and wrote movingly of the threat 
civilization posed to the native peoples and wildlife, and was 
internationally acclaimed as a great naturalist, a gifted orator 
and a successful author. To the world in the 1930s he was 
Grey Owl, a widely respected and honored native spokesman. 

His death in 1938 brought a sudden and tragic end to 
the image of Grey Owl, noble native. For Grey Owl was a 
fraud...the native dress and manner a masquerade. He was, 
in fact, a white man named Archibald Belaney, born in 
Britain. With the deception exposed, praise of Grey Owl 
turned to ridicule. Yet his writings survive, still respected 
because the books have a message based in truth. 
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THE TALE OF GREY OWL BEGAN in the English sea-coast 
town of Hastings in 1888 with the birth of Archibald Stansfeld, 
the first of two sons born to Kitty Cox and George Stansfeld 
Belaney. When Kitty was later abandoned by her husband, 
she left four-year-old Archibald in the care of his two aunts, 
Ada and Carie. 

"Remember you belong to Nature, not it to you." 

The boy did well at school and showed promise in his 
study of music, but he was a loner and an incurable dreamer, 
fascinated by far-away lands, wild animals, and noble Indian 
braves. His favorite books were westerns, his pets were small 
forest creatures, and his games self-styled enactments of 
classic hunts and Indian rites. 

These childhood fantasies became stronger as he grew 
older. At seventeen, after working a short time as an office 
clerk and with the reluctant consent of his guardians, 
Archibald began living his long-held dream and sailed for 
Canada. He arrived in Halifax on April 6,1907. 

"...I prefer the peaceful happy though strenuous and often brutal life 
of the simple kindly forest people whose language has become my 
language and their way my way" 

He stayed briefly in the Maritimes before moving on to 
Toronto, and then headed north on the newly constructed 
Northern Ontario Railway to Temiskaming, a whistle-stop 
in the heart of the bush. To the young immigrant, the 
Temagami area seemed the world of his childhood adventure 
books. Bound by the rugged Canadian Shield and the 
northern sky were countless chapters of forest life, punctuated 
by white-water rivers and tranquil rock-rimmed lakes. 

For several years he lived "northern style", schooled in 
the art of survival by seasoned trappers and guides; Archibald 
the Englishman became Archie the woodsman. He made 
friends with the Ojibway people of the Bear Island band, 
to whom he would always credit his woodland talents, and 
in 1910 married a Bear Island girl, Angele Eugenia. 
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Though Archie praised the simple life, he was unable 
to adopt it whole-heartedly. Excursions to Temiskaming were 
always a welcome break from his spartan woodsman's life. 
He enjoyed liquor, and accounts of his wild behaviour stand 
out even within a society not known for its self restraint. He 
was also confused and somewhat disillusioned by the realities 
of life which faced a real woodsman. Perhaps there was too 
great a difference between his childhood fantasies and the 
harsh reality of the Canadian bush. 

"This thing of hunting and living in the hush generally is not what 
it is in the hooks... it is not near as interesting as it seems, to he eaten 
up day and night hy black ants, flies and mosguitoes, to get soaked 
with rain or burnt up with heat, to draw your own toboggan on 
snowshoes and to sleep out in 60 to 70 degrees helow zero....A man 
who makes his living in the hush earns it." 

Whatever his reasons, Archie was disappointed enough 
to abandon his wife, his infant daughter and his Canadian 
life and return to England, a homecoming which offered 
little satisfaction. His trapping and guiding skills were of 
little worth in civilized Hastings and his dress and manners 
only widened the rift between Archie and his family. They 
could no more accept him than he could accept life in 
Hastings. He returned to Temagami within a year, then left 
to establish a trap line in the Biscotasing region of Ontario. 

"I am really considered rather a tough egg hy those that know me." 

Eight months later in Digby Nova Scotia, Archibald 
Balaney enlisted in the Canadian Army. In 1915 his unit, part 
of the Canadian Expeditionary Force, was sent overseas 
where Archie was wounded. He returned to Britain for 
convalescence. 

British life called for a character shift from woodsman 
to gentleman, a feat he initially managed quite well. In 1917, 
gentleman Archibald and his childhood sweetheart, Ivy 
Constance Holmes were married. It was an impossible 
union. Constance dreamed of the lights of the London stage 
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To the locals, Biscotasing was 
just Bisco and Belaney just 
another trapper known for his 
barroom antics and good-
humoured practical jokes. 
Archie stayed in Bisco for two 
years, tunning a trapline in 
winter and working as a forest 
ranger in summer. Life in 
Bisco was good, but Archie 
apparently feared his antics 
would bring him into conflict 
with the law. Rather than 
chance that possibility, he 
bade Bisco a hasty farewell. 

while Archie longed for the northern lights and life in the 
Canadian wilds. Within a month the partners separated and 
again Archie was Canada bound. He was not to return to 
England for 18 years, but when he did it was triumphantly 
as Grey Owl. 

The trenches of France and the shackles of marriage 
were memories Archie hoped to lose in the Bisco wilderness. 
But Bisco had changed. Rail and road were the travel routes 
for a new breed of trapper which coveted furs above all else. 
Sawmill debris and log booms clogged the rivers, and fires 
set by prospectors scarred the land. Values were measured 
in pelts and hides, in cords of wood or board feet of lumber, 
with no concern for the wanton destruction of forests and 
forest life. The progress most Europeans praised, Archie 
cursed. To him it meant the loss of wilderness, an end to 
sacred Indian ways and the certain death of his dreams. The 
traditions he cherished were vanishing as quickly as the 
wilds themselves. 

'Almost always be [the whiteman] extorts far beyond his own needs, 
destroying without thought for the future—the parasite supreme 
of all the earth." 

For several years he lived near Bisco, but time only 
widened the gap between Archie and white society. 
Increasingly, his lifestyle became more Indian and less 
European. He dressed in buckskins and moccasins. He 
adopted native gestures and expressions, dyed his hair black 
and wore it in shoulder-length braids. Fluent in the Ojibway 
language and adept at woodland skills, he became, in 
manner and appearance, Indian. These external changes 
represented a transition within Archie. Previously he had 
been torn between the land of his birth and the wilderness 
world of his dreams. Now the pendulum swung irrevocably 
to the side of the wilderness. Playing the part of an Indian 
became part of the foundation of his emotional stability. His 
values and beliefs shifted so that in spirit he became 
Indian. Henceforth, he would go by his chosen Indian name, 
Wa-Sha-Quon-Asin (He-who-walks-by-night)—Grey Owl. 
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Most people must change their ideals and dreams to 
conform to society, but Archie struggled to change his 
personal reality and his birthright so they conformed to his 
ideals and dreams—a seemingly impossible task, but for a 
time, and in part, he succeeded. He claimed he was Grey 
Owl, the half-breed son of a Scotsman and an Apache. In 
the context of northern society, his hoax was of little con­
sequence and, in a sense, not a hoax at all. But Grey Owl was 
destined for fame on a larger stage. To guard his identity, 
Archie was compelled to juggle fantasy and fact until his life 
became a mosaic of truths, half-truths and lies. 

"I was sick of the constant butchery... of the accusing loneliness of the 
empty heaver ghost towns and the utter desolation of colonies." 

In 1925 Archie returned to Temagami where he met a 
young girl. Gertrude Bernard, a dark and slender beauty. 
He called her Anahareo (Pony), his version of her ancestral 
Mohawk name. After six months of correspondence she 
joined him on his Abitibi trapline; the visit originally planned 
for a week turned into a tumultuous ten year relationship. 
Anahareo came to know Grey Owl better than anyone and 
played a major role in his transition from trapper to 
conservationist and author. 

Their first winter together was dismal. Anahareo had to 
overcome her violent dislike of trapping and the sight of 
maimed or dead animals. In addition, the return on their 
winter's work barely covered their debts, so Archie, against 
his better judgment, continued trapping in the spring. 

In the wilds, spring is the season of birth. Into this 
world of life, Archie brought death, both to animals seized 
or drowned in his traps and to their infant young, abandoned 
and unable to forage for themselves. The value of pelts gave 
Archie reason to kill the adults, but the pitiful sight of two 
orphaned beaver kittens was another matter. Their parents 
had died in Archie's traps. Alone, the kits would die. 
Anahareo's urgings left Archie little choice; the orphans 
were adopted. 

Trapping is a mercenary trade. Archie killed the animals 
and sold the pelts to the markets of fashion. The trade 
was tolerable as long as Archie denied his emotions, but 
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