Where Paths May Lead, Part 1
by Marilynn Crow, PHS photo archivist

Sometimes when answering a query from afar, in this case from the United

States, the researcher discovers a piece of Canadian history that had been buried
deep in the archival collection. In 2025 the Puslinch Historical Society had received an
e-mail from a descendant of the McCormick family of the Killean area in Puslinch who
was researching his family history. While looking through the detailed collection of
Anna Jackson, herself a McCormick by birth, | discovered a 4-page letter written to
Anna’s grandmother (Ann, nee Gilchrist, McCormick) from her brother in Saskatchewan in
1931.

William Alexander Gilchrist 1877-1956, youngest son of Puslinch pioneers Peter
Gilchrist and his wife Margaret (nee Wilkinson), like many young township farmers had
moved west in search of land. With three older brothers, the family’s 100 acre
Puslinch farm could not sustain all.

After purchasing a farm near Weyburn in Saskatchewan, William married Mary Scott
from Puslinch and brought her west. They had two children: son William born in 1909
and son Alexander born in 1912. In 1914 he contracted with the federal
government’s Ministry of the Interior to be resident farmer on the Nut Lake Indian
Reserve (today part of the Yellow Quill First Nation) in Saskatchewan. While letters from
William’s supervisor were racist in attitude regarding the lack of interest in the
colonial type of farming on the reserve, William’s letter shows that he and Mary had
a more understanding viewpoint. Their sons William and Alexander, in their late
teens, both took jobs at the newly-opened Flin Flon mine and William’s letter also
describes details about the creation of the mine.

In this time of reconciliation, | felt that this original letter should not be buried in our
collection, so | offered it to a museum in Saskatchewan. On reaching out to the curator
of indigenous affairs at the Royal Saskatchewan Museum, he said that they were not
interested as they already have many documents about both the Nut Lake reserve and
the mine opening. They did suggest | contact the provincial Saskatchewan archives
where | received this response: “we typically do not collect discrete items where we
already have a good representation within our collection”. | then offered it to the
National Archives of Canada, but again it was turned down. The response was “while the
letter you offered holds historical value, its focus is primarily regional and personal in
scope rather than national, which is the core of our mandate. As a best practice, we
recommend maintaining the original order and provenance of the record by retaining it
within your institution’s holdings.” These responses led me to post the letter and
supporting information on our website puslinchhistorical.ca for broader distribution.




Left to right: Bill, mother Mary, Alex and father William on their
farm near Weyburn SK.

The Letter: Scanned from the original in the McPhatter family file.

The letter was written by William to his older sister Ann, nee Gilchrist, McCormick. In
his letter, William mentions their siblings Janet, Johnnie and Davina and his sister-in-
law Jessie on the final page.
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Page two describes the Flin Flon mine development.
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Thirty million dollars was an amazing sum of money during the depression. Perhaps, like the
building of Montebello on the border between Ontario and Quebec, this was a government



project intended to provide jobs when unemployment numbers were high. Today, when
facing high unemployment in the steel, lumber, auto and aluminum sectors of Canada due to
high tariffs imposed by the United States, the Canadian government is again looking to
diversify by creating jobs in other sectors to increase trade.

Pages three and four contain William’s observations concerning the Nut
Lake people.
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On this final page William describes consumption (tuberculosis) as rampant on
the reserve and he feels that housing is a contributing factor. Here, on the
final page, he describes government support available for new housing and
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