
L: Canada's centennial in '67 was a huge party for 20 million Canadians that lasted a year. 
Calgary’s, Canada's centennial was a huge deal for me, a lone and scrawny little 12 year 
old living in Calgary. It seemed like not much was going on in my life. I was still playing with 
dolls, but secretively and on the sly. I understood I was too old for it. I did a lot of paper doll 
cut-outs and fashioned extreme elaborate outfits. Expo '67 was happening in Montreal, but 
where exactly that was, was pretty unclear. But it was a huge event and we weren't going to 
go because it cost a lot of money. But it was a lot of excitement for somebody and for 
Canada and far, far away. No one from my school ever been on an airplane. I was aware of 
some people going vacation, but if they did, it would not be exotic. A trip meant camping or 
a bus downtown ride or a day visit to Banff, which was 1 hour away. Summer hours 
stretched on endlessly without plans or structure, and school was something not to be 
looked forward to but inevitable. There were two grade 6 classes and I was assigned to the 
dumb class. I experienced a lot of social and athletic disgrace. I was obsessed with getting 
my hands on some go-go boots. I had crushes on a blended family of boys age 12, 12, 13, 
and 14, all of whom were in my grade 6 class. 2 of them had failed repeatedly. One was 14 
and the possessor of a hundred cc motor bike, a dickie, mod boots, and a surly attitude. A 
sex symbol in other words. I was attending a condemned, inferior, overcrowded school and 
residing in a huge low income housing project in a 2 bedroom apartment unit on the second 
floor of a busy street, was my brother and single parent mom. Divorce and single parents 
were oddities in '67, not unheard of but definitely a stigma. But this centennial broke up the 
monotony. The first time of the centennial fervor was the centennial coins and stamps, 
followed by the centennial fitness challenge, and then the continual background wailing of 
centennial song on transistor radios everywhere. I was inveterate cheapskate, but I actually 
broke down and purchased the centennial song. It was a 45, for 99 cents at Woolco. And I 
wanted to sing along at home with the Young Canadians. I never tired of the centennial 
song because it was sung by exuberant child singers. The concept of children being 
featured as singers, or in any other capacity was completely original, alien and unique. The 
Young Canadians were 2 groups of children. One sang the French lyrics in a studio in 
Monreal. And the other sung the English lyrics in a recording studio in Toronto, although 
without musical training or talent, I fantasized in the bathtub about being a Young Canadian 
and used the faucet as a full microphone to bleat endlessly:  
 
{Sings] 'Cana, 1 little, 2 little, 3 Canadians. We love thee. Now we are 20 million. Cana 1 
little, 2 little, 3 Canadians. Proud and free. Proud and free. North, south, east, west. There'll 
be happiness. Church bells will ring, ring, ring. It's the hundredth anniversary of 
confederation. Everybody sing together.'  
 
On and on in an endless round. And this bit was followed by the French version, but the 
French was best avoided so I wasted time intentionally and maliciously screwing up the 
French words to make rude and otherwise inappropriate sounds. And once the English 
parts were over, the French parts occurred, well it was just time to turn off the radio and 
record. French was a school requirement, but I was sure was not going to waste any time 
learning any in my spare time. School wasn't something to look forward to other than 
recess, if marbles were in fashion. But I have to weather double-dutch skipping and 
Chinese skipping and jump all seasons, all which I was abysmal at. Since there was no 
money extras or entertainment of any kind in my neighbourhood, I was often handed ice 
skates by my mom and told to go to the rink and come back when it was dark. Luckily there 
were hoards of boisterous kids who played kick-the-can and wore [?] of young victims like a 
dominated games of school. Low cost housing was an overcrowd ghetto, full of frightening 



adult dramas and discord, but a great fun for kids and I wasn't aware I was poor. When fall 
mercifully rolled around that year and school resumed, the Calgary school board provided 
us with a clean slate of pencils and work rich books, which annually greet us at the 
beginning of each school year on a desk. These were like rare, clean jewels. The Calgary 
school board also provided bi-annual stimulating education and cultural experiences for 
elementary students. The symphony, the museum, the Glenbow Museum, the art gallery 
were annual excursions where you would be great anticipation. I looked forward to, for the 
anticipated experience of seeing large groups of other new kids are operating, foot-operated 
water dispensers and watching boys create pandemonium and chaos on the bus with spit-
balls and fist fights. But in '67, instead of the usual, tiresome experiences and usual haunts 
which inevitably disappointed, we were going to be boarding the centennial train. It had 
departed Victoria January 9th and was making its way across Canada to conclude its 
journey Expo '67 in Montreal. The centennial train had a diesel locomotive, an iconic 11 
equilateral triangle centennial symbol emblazoned on its nose. They'd exterior faces of the 
8 train cars were walled over and given colourful super graphics. It's hard to imagine now 
how thrilling and exotic this was, as it is such a common and ordinary thing to see amazing 
art work of this type everyday on ferries, but it was the first painted exterior with numbers 
and graphics I had ever seen and I thought it was it was incredibly beautiful, trendy, cool, 
and powerful. So un-Canadian. And the horn on the train merrily trilled the first 4 notes of "O 
Canada", the national anthem, whenever it docked. I thought this was a miracle. The 
purpose of the centennial train was on the CBC nightly news and every time the train 
docked in one of the 60 cities it was visiting, huge crowds lined up for hours. The train was 
greatly anticipated and lauded wherever it went. Our class was in a fever pitch when the 
day finally arrived and that we were actually going to go downtown and on to the train. We 
were herded onto a bus with strangers from other schools and taken all the way downtown 
where the relative freedom of masses of students' noise and chaos created a party 
atmosphere. Children from all over the city were lined up. No one in my class had ever 
actually boarded a train and the hiss of the train, the huge size of the iron beast we were 
boarding are things I still remember vividly. The purpose of the centennial train was to give, 
or reintroduce Canadians to the huge import of the national dream of joining the country via 
rail and to give Canadians a walk through history of the country. At the time, museums were 
dull, lifeless, dusty places and a museum which included sounds, music, dramas, displays, 
and actual life-like models of people depicting historic events was astoundingly progressive 
and modern and thrilling. One car depicted a dark ocean-going vessel with bunks of 
suffering unfortunate victims of scurvy, shown dying and writhing on their cots. This was 
thrilling, scary, and traumatizingly realistic. I had just been to my first movie, which was "The 
Sound of Music". I thought it was a pretty racy and sexy show. I know how incredibly 
backward and under-stimulated I must sound, but I wouldn't trade my childhood, all its lax 
and limitations for any other one. And I'll never forget the excitement of '67 and the 
centennial of Canada. 
 


