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Railway Men

Black people have lived in 
what we now call Canada 
since the 1600s. From that 
time until the early 1800s, 
hundreds were forced to 
come here as enslaved 
people. After slavery was 
abolished here in 1834, 
thousands of people of 

African descent from the United States, the 
Caribbean and Africa chose to come to Canada 
at different times for different reasons. 
	 For 400 years, Black men and women have 
contributed to all areas of society. They have 
fought for Black people to be treated with  
fairness and equality in the struggle against  
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Black people have lived in 
what we now call Canada 
since the 1600s. From that 
time until the early 1800s, 
hundreds were forced to 
come here as enslaved 
people. After slavery was 
abolished here in 1834, 
thousands of people of 

African descent from the United States, the 
Caribbean and Africa chose to come to Canada 
at different times for different reasons. 
	 For 400 years, Black men and women have 
contributed to all areas of society. They have 
fought for Black people to be treated with  
fairness and equality in the struggle against  

racial discrimination,  
a fight that has benefited  
all Canadians. This edition  
of Kayak shares some  
amazing stories and  
examples of the ways  
Black Canadians helped  
to build and shape this country.  
	 The United Nations’ International Decade 
for People of African Descent (2015  
to 2024) encourages us to “promote a greater 
knowledge of and respect for the diverse 
heritage, culture and contribution of people  
of African descent to the development of 
societies” and this issue of Kayak helps to 
do just that. 
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Welcome 
to our guest 

editor for this 
issue, Natasha 

Henry-Dixon! Natasha’s 
specialty is Black history 
in Canada, and helping  

students  
learn more 

about it.



Daurene Lewis 
became the first Black 

woman mayor in North 
America when she was 

elected in Annapolis 
Royal, N.S., in 1984.

presentpresent

Ryan Harby

past andpast and

7 
The number of brothers 

from the Carty family  

of Saint John, N.B., who 

fought in the Second World War, 

five in the air force and two  

in the army. All survived.

In 2016, about 3 out 
of every 100 people 
in Canada, or about 
1.1 million people, 

identified as Black.

UPFRONT

Upper Canada passed 

the Act to Limit 

Slavery in 1793.

This law gradually 

abolished slavery in 

early Ontario.

The first Canadian 
sailor and the first  

Black person to receive  
the Victoria Cross for 

bravery was Nova Scotia’s 
William Hall, in 1859.
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Richard Pierpoint fought for Britain 

during the American Revolution. In 

1780, he moved to the Niagara area 

and became one of its first Loyalist 

settlers. He suggested the creation of 

the Coloured Corps, Canada’s first all-

Black military unit, made up of himself 

and other Black Loyalists. The Coloured 

Corps fought bravely in the War of 1812.

Ryan Harby

1,500
The population of 
Birchtown, N.S., in 

1784, making it the 
largest town of 

free Black people 
outside of Africa.

Race: a made-up idea used to 

group people based on where 

their ancestors came from, and 

on things such as skin colour, 

hair and facial features.

Racism: (RAY-sih-zim) the belief that 
people of other races are not as good; 
treating them badly for that reason. 

The expression “the Real McCoy,”  

meaning something genuine,  

may come from Black Ontario 

inventor Elijah McCoy’s device  

for oiling train engines.  

He invented at least 50 things, 

including the lawn sprinkler.

Discrimination  

(di-scrim-in-ay-shun)  

treating people unfairly  

because of their age, skin  

colour, religion or gender. 
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A free man named Mathieu da Costa is believed to be the first 

person of African descent to arrive on the land we now call 

Canada. He was an interpreter for Samuel de Champlain’s 1608 

expedition that led to the founding of New France and Quebec 

City. Da Costa spoke French, Dutch, Portuguese and some First 

Nations languages. Since then, Black people have come to Canada 

from many different places.

COMING TO
CANADA

BIRCHTOWN, N.S.
After the end of the American Revolution in 1783, many people wanted to stay a 

part of Great Britain. They were known as Loyalists. They fled the United 
States and settled in Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and Prince Edward 

Island, with some going to Upper Canada (Ontario) and Lower Canada 
(Quebec). Approximately 3,000 Black Loyalists, those who were 

already free and those who had been freed by Britain in exchange 
for their military service, were also promised land 
in their new country. The land they were given 
— often after waiting for up to five years — was 

poorer and in smaller lots than the white Loyalists 
received. Many Black Loyalists settled in Birchtown, 

near Shelburne, N.S. Because it was hard to earn a 
living due to racial discrimination, 1,200 left for Sierra Leone 

in Africa in 1792, but there are still descendants of the original 
families in the area who stayed. 

THE UNITED STATES

In 1890, Nova Scotia’s George Dixon was 
the first Black person to become world 
boxing champion.

Library and Archives Canada
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SAINT JOHN, N.B.
Many Black Loyalists tried to settle in Saint John, but 
the city passed a law in 1785 that said Black people 
were not allowed to live in the city itself (unless they 
were servants). So they lived nearby in settlements 
such as Elm Hill and Loch Lomond. They were also 

not allowed to sell things, catch fish in the 
harbour or be tradespeople. 

Famous opera singer  
Measha Brueggergosman 
from Fredericton, N.B., is the 
descendant of Black Loyalists 

who arrived in 1783. 

Most of the Black settlements here were in the area between London and Windsor, but 
the Oro settlement was near what is now Barrie. Freedom seekers and Black men who 
had fought in the War of 1812 were offered land in the area. The soil was not very good, 
though, and the settlement never had more than about 100 people. A small number of 
the settlers’ descendants still live in the region. The Wilberforce settlement just north of 
London was set up by Black people from Cincinnati, Ohio, with the help of a religious 
group known as the Quakers, who believed in peace and equality. The settlers bought 
800 acres of land in 1830, and soon brought more than 30 families to the area. Within 
five years, though, most people had left the settlement, which was named after the British 
anti-slavery activist William Wilberforce. A plaque marks the spot today. Perhaps the 
most famous of these communities is Buxton, near Chatham. Also known as the Elgin 
Settlement, it was started in the late 1840s and was home to at least 2,000 people by 
the 1860s. Its outstanding school was open to all, not just Black children. The people of 
Buxton also ran a hotel, stores, a brickyard, mills and farms. Although many white people 
hated it, Buxton also had many white supporters, and was one of the most successful 
settlements of formerly enslaved people in North America. Josiah Henson’s Dawn 
settlement near Dresden included one of the first training schools in Canada, the British 
American Institute, where students could learn work skills.

Read more about life 
in a Black settlement 
in Ontario in the book 
Elijah of Buxton.

Jane Cooper-Wilson is a descendant of early 
Oro settlers. She played a key role in efforts to 
restore the Oro African Methodist Church near 
Barrie, Ontario. Built by Black settlers in 1849, the 
building is a designated National Historic Site.   

ONTARIO
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