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The Development of a Suburban City
in the Midst of the Boreal Forest:

Thompson, Manitoba, Canada,
1956-1970"

Greg Stott

Thompson, Manitoba, was established in the late 1950s as both a
mining community and a service centre for the north. A collabo-
rative project between provincial officials and the International
Nickel Company of Canada (INC0), Thompson borrowed heavily
from post—Second World War trends in urban and suburban plan-
ning and development while grafiing these ideas onto the realities
of the boreal forest. At the same time, this orderly design was heav-
ily influenced by the area’s First Nations and the newly arrived
inbabitants who came from across Canada and much of the world.
While not always a seamless or harmonious process, the interac-
tions and agency of these various players shaped Thompson as a
centre for mining and services, as well as a diverse and complex
community bridging southern trends and northern realities.

Laville de Thompson au Manitoba a été fondée vers lafin des
années 1950 a la fois en tant que communauté miniére et comme
centre de services pour le nord de la province. Ce projet entrepris,
en collaboration, par les instances gouvernementales et 'Inter-
national Nickel Company of Canada (INCO) a emprunté forte-
ment aux tendances d’urbanisme des villes et des banlieues de
Llaprés-guerre tout en les adaptant aux réalités de la forét boréale.
Simultanément, cette conception systématisée a été influencée de
Jacon importante par les premiéres nations et par les habitants
arrivant de partout au Canada et dans le monde entier. Bien que
ce processus n'ait pas été toujours aisé et harmonieux, les échanges
et les actions des divers intervenants ont faconné la ville de facon 4
Jaire de Thompson, non seulement un centre minier et de service,
mais aussi une communauté diversifiée et complexe alliant les
tendances du sud aux réalités du nord.

The discovery of nickel deposits in early 1956 in the vicin-

ity of Mystery and Moak Lakes in Northern Manitoba led to

the opening of the area for major industrial exploitation. The
development of mining and hydroelectricity paved the way

for what would become the province’s third-largest urban

area. Named for the chair of International Nickel Company of
Canada’s (Inco) incumbent chair, Thompson, Manitoba was, as
Robert Robson argued, part of a continuous line of resource

extraction communities that crossed the northern reaches of the
province. As Robson pointed out, however, the establishment
of Thompson differed substantially from earlier resource towns,
which had been essentially the sole concern of the various
mining interests or companies involved. By the 1950s provinces
like Manitoba had been increasingly involved in co-operating
and even dictating the terms of the establishment of these
resource towns, providing them with a vast array of services
that distinguished them from the earlier, far more ramshackle
communities that had characterized resource extraction before
the 1930s.2

Tied as they were to broader trends in the design and social re-
alities of postwar Canadian urban development, the government
and corporate planners may have perceived the task of estab-
lishing a city in the north as essentially starting from scratch.
However, they were building a city on traditional Indigenous ter-
ritory that would lead to the exploitation of local resources and
the marginalization of local peoples. Similarly, however much
government and industry may have intended to impose their
stamp upon the emerging city, in the end the needs, wants, and
expectations of the inhabitants who flocked to the new townsite
substantially modified these initial plans. The resulting city was
therefore born out of complex, fractious, and dynamic interplays
between influences and players that created a mid-twentieth-
century urban experiment in the midst of the boreal forest.®

The history of mining and mining exploration in Canada is lit-
tered with examples of communities that exploited the mineral
wealth. Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth century
the process was often at best barely controlled chaos, and
while some communities emerged slowly, many were boom-
towns that grew up almost overnight. The discovery of gold

in the Klondike in 1896 led to a stampede involving tens of
thousands of would-be gold prospectors who headed toward
the remote region of what became Canada’s Yukon Territory to
stake claims. Entrepreneurs like Joseph Ladue staked claims
on the strategic junction of the Yukon and Klondike Rivers to
establish a sawmill and townsite for Dawson City that quickly
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became the largest city west of Winnipeg. While popular works
of history by Pierre Berton have immortalized that chaos of what
some called “the Paris of the North,” work by Charlene Porsild
has done more to illuminate the social conditions of this blos-
soming boomtown and its environs.* Similarly, the discovery of
silver deposits in northeastern Ontario in the first decade of the
twentieth century led to the nearly overnight birth of the town

of Cobalt. As work by Douglas Baldwin and David Duke has
illustrated, the complete lack of imposed order made Cobalt the
site of severe environmental degradation, which resulted in eco-
logical collapse and the disastrous outbreaks of disease. The
attempts by Cobalt’s nascent municipal council to combat the
worst of these excesses often ran afoul of mining interests and
rendered it frequently helpless in safeguarding the health and
well-being of the population during the height of the short-lived
boom.® In the context of Depression-era Manitoba, communities
like the gold-mining settlement of Herb Lake emerged almost
exclusively from the efforts of miners of modest means, with
little or no government intervention or oversight.®

The “boom” that centred on Thompson did not replicate the
exponential and disordered growth of earlier towns. In relatively
sharp contrast to earlier centres, the discovery of nickel led

to a series of negotiations between Inco and the government

of Manitoba. The two bodies hammered out an agreement
whereby the town that would house the employees of the new
mine would be free of direct company control and therefore built
as a service centre for Northern Manitoba.” While the insistence
of the government in having a hand in establishing new resource
towns was a comparatively new development, so too was the
increasing tendency for Inco and similar companies to create
what has been termed “an open town.” Such collaborations per-
mitted private landownership and development, though these
were unavoidably tied to the well-being of Inco’s fortunes in any
particular region.®

This new development led to a stampede of those seeking
employment into the region in early 1958. Some 750 workers
had to wait in The Pas before enough trains could be found to
take them to Thompson, where they were initially housed in the
burgeoning campsite near the planned townsite.® The transfor-
mation was abrupt and stunningly fast. Until the mid-1950s the
site on which Thompson would arise had been within the tradi-
tional territory of the people of the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation
at Nelson House. It had been primarily the site of traplines, with
few intrusions of outsiders. Before 1956 the provincial govern-
ment had occasionally hired local First Nations people from
surrounding communities to work as part of survey crews. As
one man remembered,

We were working with the Manitoba government surveys, me
and my father, my uncle, [and] two of my cousins. | don’t know
how many years we did that but every winter we would leave
Norway House in January and lived out in the bush until March,
cutting survey lines. And | can remember one year we were out

camped by Moak Lake ... that was before nickel was discov-
ered. The next year we came [and] already they were hauling in
freight from Thicket Portage by the tractor train. And then after
that | worked on laying the railroad from the main line going to
Churchill into Thompson.'©

From the beginning there was a determination that this new
city would be “a bright new star in Manitoba’s Northern
Development.”"" In a far cry from the haphazard development
of earlier mining boomtowns, starting in 1957 Thompson was
carefully planned by private firms hired by Inco in the newly
minted Mystery Lake Local Government District. Provision was
also made for water mains, a pumping station, and treatment
centre, as well as for sewers and waste disposal to comply with
the Provincial Health Act. Inco also provided for the building

of schools, a hospital, and municipal buildings. The city was
surveyed and laid out in a pattern that mirrored contemporary
developments across southern Canada. These plans reflected
the use and pre-eminence of the automobile with wide thor-
oughfares, winding residential streets, and a clear demarcation
of residential, commercial, and industrial activities. This focus
drew much from postwar suburban developments across
North America.'? Although many harboured great hopes for

the new northern metropolis, the fact remained that while it
had gained between 5,000 and 6,000 inhabitants by 1961, and
projections suggested a rise to 17,500 by 1966, others worried
that its population might stagnate at around 12,000 to 13,000.
However, more confident promoters felt that with the prolifera-
tion of the automobile Thompson would emulate cities from the
southerly, spawning suburban developments. Indeed, it was
projected that “small communities ... will inevitablly] grow in the
surrounding district.” Countering concerns that such peripheral
development would siphon off important property tax revenue
from Thompson itself, it was still argued that “the central busi-
ness district will nevertheless be their supply centre.”’

While the “suburban” developments did not materialize to

the extent predicted, surrounded as the community was by
seemingly endless boreal forest, dotted with lakes and criss-
crossed by rivers and their tributaries, Thompson was centred
in what many thought of as a hunter or recreational playground.
(This did, however, come at the expense of local First Nations
trappers, whose traditional traplines were displaced by the
emergence of the townsite and its related developments). Most
prominently, just south of the townsite was Paint Lake, which
was set aside by Manitoba’s Department of Natural Resources
as a recreation area for Thompson residents. In 1961 building
lots were surveyed, which could be leased for the construction
of summer cottages or cabins.'

While the plans were carefully outlined for Thompson and Paint
Lake, implementation did not immediately translate into a fully
functional urban environment. Nor did the process occur without
hiccups. Inco’s initial campsite was exclusively male, and men
also dominated the emerging townsite for the many months. The
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Figure 1. An aerial view of Thompson, Manitoba, in the early 1960s.
Courtesy of Heritage North Museum.

resident administrator zealously removed women who attempted
to enter the camp, and even when families began to arrive in
Thompson proper he met all incoming women “to check their
credentials” and removed any women he deemed to be of ques-
tionable morality. Unlike developments further south, the gen-
der imbalance was acute. Even at the end of 1959 the number
women in the community remained well below fifty, and concerns
about their safety were paramount in the minds of local planners.
Any whiff of scandal could have damaged the emerging town’s
plan to attract more nuclear families."

A change in government in June 1958, and differences of
opinion between the incumbent administrator and one of the
town’s planners made for further setbacks. Shortly after it was
announced that some 12 per cent of the planned 200 housing
units would be ready to welcome the first families into town,
Inco officials voiced the opinion that this goal would be impos-
sible to meet. Whatever the state of readiness, the first non-
Aboriginal women and children began to arrive late that year by
the newly completed spur of the Hudson Bay Railway. Many of
the new arrivals would have to take up temporary residence with
multiple families sharing limited quarters, as workers attempted
to complete enough housing stock to accommodate everyone.®

The housing reflected similar designs proliferating in the south.
However, the realities of melting permafrost and unpaved road-
ways often created difficulties for the first families taking up resi-
dence in the newly completed Juniper neighbourhood. Some
arrived to find their houses were not yet habitable, while other
householders were left waiting for shipments of their belong-
ings and often had to make do with camping equipment and
jerry-rigged furniture. Nonetheless, there was a concerted effort
to ensure that other basic services were in place to make the
transition as smooth as possible. By the end of 1959 the first of

Rt -,

Figure 2. The Thompson Inn in 1958. This establishment was the first
commercial hotel and a favourite gathering place for locals and miners.
Photograph by Edna “Jean” (Vine) Hess (1918-1997), courtesy of Herit-
age North Museum.

four planned schools was opened, with nineteen students and
one teacher. (By the time the first permanent school opened in
September 1959, the school-aged population had risen to 150).
Bus service was quickly established to link the emerging town
with the main Inco plant. Residents were served by two banks,
a tiny hospital, and the townsite’s own Hudson’s Bay Store—
where “shopping is a pleasure ... and prices compare favoura-
bly with Winnipeg”—opened in February 1959. One Inco booster
claimed that with a rail link and proposed airport, “Thompson is
swiftly shedding the remoteness in which it was wrapped during
the preliminary stages of development.”"”

Whatever the boasts of local planners, some residents, particu-
larly some of the newly arrived women, found these conveni-
ences did little to alleviate feelings of isolation, and a number

of suicides were the result.'® As one resident explained, “I can
remember being down at the grocery store and seeing women
shopping; and I'm sure their mind wasn’t in Thompson. They
were isolated and [a] lot of them were homesick, too.” Some of
the men brought in as managers of businesses found that their
wives were miserable in the new town, and “so in the end they
had to move to keep peace in the family.”"®

Those who stayed developed coping mechanisms and adapted.
Many, like school-teacher Grace Bindle, intended to be in
Thompson only a short while. Bindle came from The Pas to
spend part of her summer with an old acquaintance. However,
matters conspired so that she courted and married the manag-
er of the local Thompson Inn and therefore made Thompson her
home, although it was far from family and most friends. Bindle
explained, “Once you were here for a little bit, everyone was
your friend. | could go downtown shopping and it would take me
hours and hours, because you meet and you visit and visit and
visit. And everybody was stopping and welcoming everybody
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else, because they remembered [the isolation and loneliness
they had experienced] ... when they came.”®°

While companies redoubled their efforts to meet the demands
for housing, after the initial influx the backlog did not abate.
Families that opted to stay had to “put in” for a house and
sometimes had to wait for months before contractors could

get it built. In 1961 Inco employee Axel Lindquist and his wife,
Doreen, put in for a house that took several months to build next
to a swamp that separated it from the centre of the town. Once
the concrete slab was laid, a construction crew came in to put
up the walls and another company had the structure roofed.
Given the house’s location and the local topography Doreen
Lindquist explained, “We needed a sidewalk so that we wouldn’t
track in all of the mud. That was kind of annoying for awhile,
because everyone who lived on the other side of the treeline
from us would use the walkway and clean their boots off, and
pretty soon there were bicycles, and the final straw was when a
motorcycle went roaring past the kitchen window.”?!

Thompson’s layout mimicked the urban designs of neighbour-
hoods like Winnipeg’s Windsor Park, where primacy of the
automobile was a given. In the instance of Thompson, however,
for the first years this planning neglected the reality that, like
Kitimat on the Pacific coast, Thompson was not yet tied into
the highway network connecting it to other centres.?? Any cars
that came into the community had to be transported from The
Pas by train. Indeed, it would not be until March 1965 that the
people of Thompson would be able to drive to The Pas and
points beyond.? The lack of road access was mitigated by the
railway link and the establishment of regular air travel, so that by
December 1961 one commentator noted,

Thompson will be a partly deserted town during the Christmas
season if bookings on airlines, trains and other means of trans-
portation across the country and to Europe are any indication of
the number of people that are leaving the town for Christmas....
Transair reports heavy bookings for all of next week. They may
have to put on two planes a day to handle the holiday crowd....
Many people are leaving Thompson for only a few days. Some
are making it the occasion of a visit home to the old country.
Some are leaving for good.?*

Beyond mere transportation grids, the early 1960s were marked
by a series of new innovations that lessened Thompson’s overall
isolation and increased it linkages to the world beyond. The in-
stallation of telephone service for 200 subscribers in June 1960
created excitement. The community’s two weekly newspapers
also kept the local population abreast of other developments.

In what the Thompson Citizen titled “Progress Notes,” readers
learned, “Soil tearing and site layout is progressing for fifteen
new apartment blocks. These will represent a project of the
Kent Development Co. and will be situated along Cree Road.
Progression on this enterprise has been termed satisfactory.”

The pervasive emphasis on “modern” permeated most media
discussion in both the Thompson Citizen and the Nickel

Figure 3. The Juniper subdivision under construction, 195S.
Photograph by Edna “Jean” (Vine) Hess (1918-1997), courtesy of Herit-
age North Museum.

Belt News. The opening of a cinema in June 1960, lauded

as “Manitoba’s most modern theatre,” led to the boast that
“Thompson is really beginning to roll as the most up-and-
coming community in Manitoba.”?® If there was any doubt about
Thompson'’s progress, the implementation of a program to pave
streets in the townsite further emphasized what many saw as

its progress.?” The opening of a franchise of the A&W fast food
restaurant in the spring of 1961, replete with a genuine “A&W
cook from Winnipeg” and carhops, reinforced the image of
Thompson as a “modern” city, despite its location on the fringes
of what many might have viewed as civilization.?® While the intro-
duction of the fast food outlet was part of modernization, so too
was news that Norrec Billiards would be opening their “modern”
facility, for which “there is nothing in Canada comparable.” At
the same time the provisioning of natural gas to the housing
stock led the local gas company to bring in a Vancouver-based
entrepreneur “to demonstrate to the ladies of Thompson the
advantages of gas cooking,” which many residents who came
from rural regions had never experienced. While Thompson got
used to such new amenities, a group of enterprising residents
worked to ensure that Thompsonites enjoyed the benefits of free
television. They began by corresponding with television stations
in Eastern Canada to learn how to develop a community-based
and -financed station of their own.2° When closed-circuit televi-
sion service finally arrived in early December 1961, subscribers
were provided with programs from other parts of Canada, the
United States, and even Great Britain, albeit on a more limited
scale than their contemporaries further south.®®

The preoccupation with “modernity” did not dissipate quickly.

In the summer of 1961 the Thompson Inn opened its “modern”
cocktail lounge, which was described by manger Otto Bindle as
“among the most up-to-date in Manitoba, and those who have
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seen the new local lounge agree.”®' However much they may
have lauded the opening of the sophisticated drinking establish-
ment, the opening of the Thompson Plaza Shopping Centre late
in 1961 was viewed by many as one of the community’s early
crowning achievements. The initiative of the Winnipeg-based
Capital Developments, the plaza had its own unique set of ob-
stacles to overcome, particularly in the “decaying permafrost,”
which forced engineers to develop hydraulic lifts to counter
dramatic shifting and settling of the building. Opening festivi-
ties included formal presentations, tours, and a dance for most
of the 6,000 residents of Thompson who, until recently, “had
almost no stores at all.”®?

Since the end of the nineteenth century shopping had been in-
creasingly characterized as a predominantly “feminine” activity,
with stores and advertising agencies increasingly tailoring their
advertising and services to women shoppers.® However, while
the creation of a shopping plaza in Thompson mirrored similar
commercial enterprises across North America, the peculiar
nature of resource extraction, dominated as it was by single
men, tempered this continental trend. As the Nickel Belt News
explained,

A customer leaves the icy blasts of Thompson’s streets and
enters the shopping centre at any one of the three canopied
entrances, or at the 40-foot-wide main entrance. He can leave
his coat in a locker, and plan to spend the day. He can move
from the Bata Shoe store to the Shop-Easy supermarket;
leave orders at Eaton’s or Simpson-Sears Mall Order Offices;
visit Woolworth’s and Cochrane-Dunlop hardware. He can
choose among the Toronto-Dominion Bank, Bank of Montreal
and Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce. He can pay his
bill at Thompson Gas Co. Ltd., stop in at the Manitoba Liquor
Commission outlet and buy a present at McKinnon Jewellers.

His hair will be cut by F. Bakos, barber; and his vacation planned
by Byron Watt Travel Agency. He can meet his wife at the Chez
Continental Beauty Parlor or have a look at the closed circuit T.V.
studio run by Canadian engineering surveys. He can pick up his
suit at Modern Cleaners, fill a prescription at F. Soble, Druggist,
and buy a pie from Michelle’s Bakery. Before long, the range will
be increased by sixteen more commercial concerns.®*

The opening of the plaza and the establishment of a local
chamber of commerce was meant to signal that Thompson was
“open for business.”*® However, there were local residents and
budding entrepreneurs who felt that Inco and the management
of the Thompson Plaza were colluding to block the exercise of
free enterprise. Inco employee Joe Borowski sold goods to men
living in the neighbouring camp and indicated that he planned to
establish “a general import store,” which included jewellery, but
his attempts to secure rental space had been thwarted. When
Borowski finally secured an agreement to sublet a small space
in the Thompson Plaza from an existing tenant, the plaza’s
management stepped in to kill the deal. Eventually it was agreed
that a larger space—some four times the requested size—could
be rented at what seemed to be prohibitive costs. The would-be

Figure 4. Thompson’s main commercial section in 1966 showing the
Strand Theatre in the centre and the Hudson’s Bay Store on the right.
Photograph by Edna “Jean” (Vine) Hess (1918-1997), courtesy of Herit-
age North Museum.

shop owner believed this was done “by design, to prevent com-
petition” to other tenants. Having written to Manitoba’s attorney-
general and submitted copies of the same letter to Winnipeg
and Thompson newspapers, Borowski was banned from selling
his wares in the camp and informed by Inco security that if he
were caught flouting this directive, his merchandise would be
confiscated and he would lose his position with Inco. Decrying
“this (Moscow Type) restriction,” the thwarted businessman
perversely went on to compare the bumptiousness of Inco’s se-
curity to Nazi war criminal Adolf Eichmann.®® Whatever his initial
setbacks, Borowski would go on to establish both his business
and his reputation for political activism, which contributed to
Thompson attaining responsible government and his own elec-
tion to the Manitoba Legislative Assembly, where he would fill
several ministerial portfolios.®

While considerable development was left to business and
government, as Borowski had demonstrated, members of the
new community also pushed for changes and created their
own institutions. The establishment of a volunteer fire depart-
ment and the acquisition of a “new” pumper truck in November
1960 was widely praised by the community. Voluntarism
spearheaded numerous campaigns and led to the establish-
ment of various churches, although by December 1961 only
St. Lawrence Catholic Church had its own sanctuary built,
while the Presbyterian, Mennonite, and United Churches met
in commercial or municipal buildings. Despite the proliferation
of religious and secular societies, there were concerns about
an overall lack of coordination of charitable and community-
building activities in Thompson. This led to calls for creation of a
Community Chest, to correct what some saw as unnecessary
overlap and chronic disorganization.® A chapter of the Rotary
Club was initiated in June 1961, while grassroots organizations
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like the “Circle 55” club for square dancing began to proliferate
and meet in the school gymnasium.®® The local chapter of Boy
Scouts hosted a dance for the wider community in October
1960, and the Thompson Athletic Society worked to promote
and facilitate sport for all members of the community.*° A talent
show catering to the residents of Thompson and the nearby
Inco camp was planned for October 1961. Held at the town
school, the program was replete with “a variety of acts, combos,
western singers, modern singers and student participation.” In a
departure from earlier events, however, there was also a beauty
contest to name “Miss Campsite of 1961." Given its climate
and plans for the construction of arenas, hockey became a
mainstay throughout Thompson’s protracted winters. Early in
the town’s history, local enthusiasts formed a local league and
adopted the constitution of the Canadian Amateur Hockey
Association, which would govern four or five teams. By the end
of November 1963 the ice in both the town and camp rinks was
ready and being utilized.*?

Local women'’s organizations also shaped shape the develop-
ment of Thompson. By the end of 1961 the Ladies’ Community
Club was devoting much energy to the establishment of a library.
As the Thompson Citizen reported on an organizational meet-
ing at which “the turnout was gratifying ... It was felt, however,
that now the scope of the club should be enlarged from that of
providing recreational and hobby interests to more worthwhile
community projects. Accordingly two conveners were elected to
look into the establishment of a lending library for the town and
campsite. Already inquiries have been made into this project and
the library should be open for use by the end of January or at
the latest, by early February. Donations of books from interested
citizens would be most gratefully welcomed.™3

It was made clear that the club’s “ultimate objective is the
realization of the proposed community center.”** The original
library was housed in the school, until the town built a separate
library as part of their commemorations of Canada’s Centennial
celebrations.*® Subsequent incarnations of the community club
provided financial support to sporting organizations and offered
organized swimming lessons for local children and courses for
adults in areas like typing and cooking.*®

However much the promoters and many inhabitants of the
townsite may have wished to emphasize their community’s
modernity and accoutrements, the marriage of primary extrac-
tion and modern town life did not always work seamlessly. While
the campsite was being phased out, there were undercurrents
of tension between the apparent domestic serenity of the town
and the single men of the camp.*” The newspapers often re-
ported transgressions of the public peace, and local magistrates
were confronted with numerous examples of those residents,
both in the town and in the mining camp, that harkened back

to the rowdyism that marked earlier mining communities. In

May 1961 six men were fined for participating in a street fight.*®

Thompson’s relative remoteness and the isolation of many
individuals was viewed as a major source of the trouble. It was
commonly believed that many young men came into the town
from the camp to indulge in disorderly behaviour. In December
1961 magistrates handed down a two-year suspended sen-
tence and a fine of $150 to a man who breached the public
peace and possessed an offensive weapon, while another was
handed down a one-year suspended sentence and fined $50
for shoplifting from the Hudson’s Bay store. Underage alcohol
possession and disorderly conduct rounded out the rest of the
charges in the community.*®

The dangers of work in the mines, however, could provide a
form of cohesion and unity between town and camp, particu-
larly when tragedy resulted. The deaths of four young miners

in September 1961 shocked the broader community. Similar
accidents would be constant reminders of the dangers inherent
in the mining industry.%°

Although Thompson may have been adopting the trappings of
“modern” urban realities from the south, there was no escap-
ing the fact that whatever its relative distance from the affairs

of the townsite, Inco still had a major influence on the lives of
most of its inhabitants. Employment, accidents, and tragedies
aside, Inco’s influence remained pervasive. In November 1961
the company’s senior vice-president, R.D. Parker (for whom
Thompson’s high school was ultimately named) was the keynote
speaker at a banquet for the local branch of Inco’s Quarter
Century Club.?" Although Thompson was officially an “open
town” and the town’s resident administrator was not a company
appointment, the original contract between the province and
Inco made it clear that the appointee had to be acceptable

to the company, who paid a significant portion of his salary.%?
The result was that there was no clear line between civic and
company policies, and in times of labour stress the separa-
tions were even more obscured, given the heavy reliance most
of the town’s population had on Inco. In an ill-concealed rant
the Nickel Belt News explained, “These miserable tools of the
bosses, enemies of all workers, in the name of Steel Liberators,
have left behind them a shameful record-raiding, dividing fami-
lies, father against son, husband against wife.... Ask these Steel
Pork Choppers in Thompson today how many unorganized
workers they have organized in the past ten years. Ask them
what they have done to justify their fat salaries of $15,000 per
year. Does buying free beer for workers improve the conditions
for Thompson workers or the community as a whole?”%®

Crime and union politics were certainly not absent from urban
centres in southern Canada. However, the relative isolation and
dominance of one corporation in a community like Thompson
was typical in northern resource towns. The predominance of
men, particularly of young single men, could make for a poten-
tially explosive mixture. However, the degree to which race and
ethnicity played a role in difficulties is difficult to assess. Local
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histories often pay little if any attention to these issues and tend
to place an emphasis on “progress” and growth.5

Contemporary accounts suggest that Thompson seemed to
embrace the growing cultural diversity that was slowly gaining
acceptance across Canada. A Trinidadian visitor to Thompson
commented on the city’s “cosmopolitan population.”s® Attempts
were made to accommodate the newcomers, and one teacher
remembered that there was a “non-English-speaking class at
the high school” that included students “from Finland, Italy, and
all around.” Technologies were employed to help them improve
their English, although their teacher remembered “the kids they
could communicate with the others, whether they knew their
language or not.”®®

Inco itself seemed to celebrate the diversity of its Thompson
workforce, highlighting the fact that many Thompsonites came
from as near as Roblin, Manitoba, or further afield from Ireland,
France, Scotland, Latvia, Belgium, Spain, and Brazil. One
worker came to the town from Jamaica, although of Hawaiian
ancestry. Indeed the company liked to point out that one worker
from Crane River, Manitoba, was “of Indian parentage.”®”

Despite the fact that Thompson lay within the traditional territory
of the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation, based at Nelson House,
and occupied a part of the province where the vast majority of
the population were Indigenous, the general absence of these
people in local newspaper reports from the early 1960s is point-
ed.%® While Thompson was an overwhelmingly Euro-Canadian
enclave during its earliest stage of development, Indigenous
people were certainly not absent.*® Local Indigenous residents
participated in the initial construction and preparation of both
the mine and Thompson townsite but were deemed to lack the
necessary skills for the post-construction period.®® Although by
1960 Thompson boasted at least one stop sign in both English
and Cree that was said to cater to the town’s “mixed popula-
tion,” it is equally possible this isolated example of bilingualism
existed as much for its apparent “exoticism.”®"

The stark reality was that Indigenous men were officially
discouraged from continued residency in Thompson or the
campsite after the initial establishment work had been com-
pleted. A large number of these men established a tent city in
the bush beyond the town’s train station, which had no official
standing within the Thompson scheme. Several of the men were
joined by their families. While some of these men found work in
the initial building, the continued housing shortages and official
discrimination meant that there was no room for them in the
town itself, with the result that most First Nations people were
essentially homeless. While jobs were sometimes available,
many faced overt discrimination or racism that either barred
them from taking up these positions or made them untenable.®?

The situation in nearby communities was not much better.
Reports from missionaries of the relative destitution at Nelson

House in December 1962 created a flurry of negative national
and international attention and condemnation. There was pres-
sure on Inco to suspend their policy against hiring Indigenous
people.®® Negotiations between authorities representing the
federal and provincial governments were started with Inco to
see if the company might change their exclusionary policies.
The chief of Nelson House explained that should these talks fail
to produce results, plans were underway that would see 16,000
Indigenous demonstrators march on Thompson in protest. As
a stopgap measure, however, the premier promised to speed
up construction of a winter road connecting Nelson House to
Thompson, as well as the building of an airstrip, all of which
would employ Indigenous people.®*

That the proposed protest did not materialize was due in no
small part to a period of serious labour unrest within Thompson
proper, which led to a protracted strike by Inco workers that
dominated the summer and early autumn of 1964.%° However,
once the dust had settled on this matter, enough interest re-
mained concerning local Indigenous people that officials came
to address the local Thompson Religious Council on “work [that]
will benefit the situation of the Indians and Metis in Northern
Manitoba.”®® By the end of 1964 some local Indigenous people
were “admitted to an assortment of mining jobs in which they
had demonstrated their competence,” but suggestions re-
mained that local organizations such as the United Steelworkers
of America had difficulty breaking old ethnic stereotypes.®”

Undoubtedly spurred on by the attention created by the initial
impasse between Indigenous peoples and Inco, the local
Anglican congregation created a committee for “Indian Works”
in January 1963.%8 The presence of First Nations and Métis in
Thompson was attested to by the fact that members of the
community formed the Keewatin Club, which sought “to help
people of Indian origin adapt themselves to a different way of life
such as living in a modern community like Thompson” and to
provide social supports and networks. Almost immediately the
club organized for the display and sale of “Indian handicrafts”
made by women from Nelson House at the Thompson Plaza

in May 1963.%° Several months later Thompson’s Community
Development office sponsored a sale of birchbark baskets

and other goods made by women from Nelson House and the
more distant communities of Shamattawa and York Landing. It
subsequently held a “social” at the newly completed Friendship
Centre, which was viewed “as a bridge between the Indian and
non-Indian cultures.””

Channelling this spirit of understanding, the membership of
the local Steelworkers Union eventually made overtures to the
Keewatin Club to assist with work that “will bring dignity and
equality to the Indian-Metis population.””" The degree to which
these diverse communities were brought together is debat-
able, given that the local hockey league created “the all-Indian
club” to play the other non-Indigenous teams.” At least one
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of Thompson'’s Euro-Canadian residents was dubious that the
poverty and injustice faced by Thompson’s Indigenous residents
was the result of “a white racist society.” Instead they pre-
ferred to fall back on negative stereotypes as a more satisfying
explanation.” At least one resident was affronted by what he
saw as sanctimonious reporting on local Indigenous people.™
Early in 1970 a reader of the Thompson Citizen forwarded a
letter apparently written to someone in Ontario who caught an
unfavourable television program that decried life in Thompson.
Ostensibly the contents were not the words of a Thompson
resident, although they may have reflected attitudes in certain
circles. The letter noted that women found it too expensive a
place to board, while men tended only to remain for seventeen
days for “lack of female companionship and the absence of any
kind of recreation except to go to the hotel and drink with the
Indians.””®

The ugly truth was that by the late 1960s Thompson, a city that
constantly revelled in and boasted about its modernity, was
confronted by a less savoury reality. The “mushrooming” popu-
lation had made for a serious strain on resources. Originally
designed for 8,000 people, the town could conceivably grow to
far more. The Manitoba Metis Federation and various women’s
organizations within Thompson itself began to publicly highlight
what many people were aware of: the growing population, high
cost of living, and general levels of poverty amongst Manitoba’s
First Nations had contributed to deplorable housing conditions,
which had become a national scandal.” There was resist-

ance from within Thompson to an idea floated that would see
hundreds from the most impoverished outlying communities
relocated to Thompson. The most vocal protests came from
those who feared such a move would “depreciate property val-
ues.” Others saw that it as “a golden opportunity to operate our
north country in a civilized way.” There was a strong hope that
integration, well handled, would avoid the creation of a “ghetto”
as existed for the Dene people forcibly removed to Churchill in
previous decades.”” While there was a growing sense of the in-
equalities and injustices imposed on the Indigenous population,
it would be decades more before the tough work of reconcilia-
tion would really begin.”®

By the late spring of 1970 Thompson was an established com-
munity that could boast a population of close to 19,000. A re-
cently completed ten-storey residential apartment building, aptly
called Highland Towers, loomed over the city’s east end. The
new Westwood Shopping Centre opened to complement the
original plaza. As with most municipalities, there were divided
opinions on new programs and projects and considerable dis-
cussion about the construction of a new pool and talk of further
commercial and residential units. Other disputes—professional,
labour-oriented, and personal—were part of life in Thompson.™
Given its population and apparent vigour, Thompson, which
had become a town only in January 1967, was proclaimed a
city in July 1970, during a visit by the Queen and members of

her family before a crowd estimated at between 12,000 and
15,000.80

Thompson'’s relatively orderly origins and early development
through the late 1950s and the 1960s distinguished it from
earlier mining and resource towns in the Canadian north. The in-
volvement and cooperation of private industry and the provincial
government were part this process. The result was a fully ser-
viced and planned community that borrowed heavily from urban
and suburban planning that was so dominant in post-Second
World War Canada. The influence of some inhabitants of this
newly established enclave, however, also played a significant
role in shaping the social, religious, and cultural landscape of
this community, reflecting the values and ideals of urban life they
brought with them from other parts of Manitoba and Canada,
while adapting and shaping them to realities of the northern
resource frontier. However, policies and predominant attitudes
often placed local Indigenous peoples on the margins of this
urban experiment that had emerged in their traditional lands.
The process of finding employment and acceptance would be
hard fought.

Much of the optimism that bolstered Thompson peaked in 1970.
Less than a year after the fanfare that had accompanied the
city’s new status, an international drop in nickel prices spelled

a new era of uncertainty and a precipitous decline. While the
economic situation would stabilize, the city’s population would
never recover to the heady days of the late 1960s and very early
1970s.8" In this way Thompson shared a link with other pre-
dominantly resource towns across the Canadian north. While
the community would be buffeted and altered by the economic
and social change of subsequent decades, the original plan-
ning and institutions that established it cast long shadows that
continue to effect and shape Thompson into the early twenty-
first century.
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