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Canadians Who Inspired The World 

'Affecting the way the world lives or plays, works or thinks' 

BY J. L. GRANATSTEIN and NORMAN HILLMER
Who inspired the world? Who moved the course of human existence in a new direction? Napoleon, for one, may have been a dictator, but he paradoxically spread the ideas of liberty spawned by the French Revolution across Europe. No one would deny his supreme importance. Or that of Galileo who fought against the Vatican to develop the truth of science. And, springing from the backstreets of Liverpool, the Beatles beyond doubt changed music and inspired millions of people around the world. 

Canadians, too, have helped channel the flow of history, though characteristically in a lower key and more modest fashion than Napoleon or Galileo. We are by and large a quiet people, blessed with native genius but often too self-effacing, and we know remarkably little about our great men and women. Even so, we have had them, and we continue to produce them. In many cases, ironically, the outside world recognizes their contributions more clearly than we do. 

"Who is the greatest living Canadian?" Maclean's asked its readers that question in the spring of 1927. Thousands of letters poured in from the magazine's subscribers from Meat Cove, N.S., to Nanaimo, B.C. The winner, astonishingly chosen by a majority, was Frederick Banting, the Nobel Prize-winning doctor and discoverer of insulin, while second place went to Charles Saunders, who developed the early-maturing Marquis wheat that made the Prairies prosperous. Two scientists, interestingly enough, not politicians or soldiers or tycoons. 

"It is obvious," Maclean's editors wrote in 1927, "the Canadian ideal is that of service as opposed to personal aggrandizement." We are struck by the same thing today. To judge by the response of readers to the call for nominations for this special issue on Canadians who have "significantly affected the way the world lives or plays, works or thinks," very little has changed in 73 years. Canadians still admire those who put service above self more than those who merely seek glory or strive to make a fortune. 

Consider those who received the most reader nominations in the year 2000 -- Lester Pearson, David Suzuki and Terry Fox. All were crusaders for an ideal, though Pearson was a politician as well as the inventor of modern peacekeeping. Clearly, the desire to recognize those who try to make a better world remains a very strong impulse among Canadians. 

We could see this same tendency in other names suggested by Maclean's readers: John Humphrey, the drafter of the United Nations' Universal Declaration of Human Rights; Lt.-Gen. Romeo Dallaire, the United Nations peacekeeping force commander who tried to stop the genocide in Rwanda; and former Canadian ambassador to the United Nations Stephen Lewis who, as reader S. P. Doran of Birtle, Man., observed, "goes on and on with much common sense trying to present sensible and caring solutions to the world's problems." Although none of these three were selected in the end, all, it might be noted, remained based in Canada, though their concerns were global. 

For this issue, we sought 25 Canadians who had great impact on the world. We are pleased to confirm what we already knew: there are Canadians in every field of endeavour who have invented machines that have changed the world of work, developed ideas that have swept the globe, created music that will live forever or devoted their lives to helping others. 

Some were business leaders like Samuel Cunard, the Halifax merchant who revolutionized North Atlantic mail service and passenger traffic. Some were artists like Emma Albani, who was one of the world's great opera singers of the 19th and 20th centuries, or the amazing Cirque du Soleil, a collective to be sure, but one that nonetheless deserves inclusion. There are scientists -- Banting, and J. Tuzo Wilson who revolutionized geophysics. There are world-renowned intellectuals like Northrop Frye, and there are many who moved out onto the global stage and made a great difference -- from Jean Vanier to Louise Arbour. 

Our tests for inclusion were flexible and admittedly arbitrary, but we listened to what Maclean's readers told us in letters and e-mails -- as well as to the advice of the editors and academic colleagues -- all of whom helped us find credible candidates. Nominees did not have to be born in Canada, we and the editors decided, but they had to have spent their formative years here or made their major contributions while in Canada. The inventor of the telephone, Alexander Graham Bell, did some of his greatest work in Brantford, Ont., and Baddeck, N.S., but despite our best efforts we could not consider him a Canadian, however we defined it. He was a Scot who later became an American. James Naismith, on the other hand, may have invented basketball in the United States, but born, educated and trained in Canada, he qualified. 

Regrettably, many among the more than 200 great Canadians nominated by readers had to be omitted. A few husbands nominated their wives (no wives, whatever this may mean, nominated their husbands!), but marriage was insufficient grounds for inclusion. We searched for those who had an impact on the world, not on Canada alone. The accomplishments of nominees such as Maude Barlow, the nationalist and anti-free-trade campaigner, Nellie McClung, who crusaded for women's rights early in the past century, and C. D. Howe, the "Minister of Everything" in the Mackenzie King and Louis St. Laurent governments, simply could not be stretched far enough to fit even our elastic criteria. 

Nonetheless, some meritorious nominees whom we had to leave out greatly appealed to us. Take, for example, Lance Matthews, a name that is still all but unknown. A farmer from Mansfield, Ont., who suffered a badly broken leg in 1997, Matthews spent a few days on crutches and decided there had to be a better way to get around. With his inventive mind, Matthews developed a device that let him bear his weight through his flexed knee, leaving no weight to be borne by his foot, ankle or tibia. His inexpensive, easily fitted, easily manufactured device, called iWALKFree, has enormous potential to help the tens of thousands of Cambodians, Bosnians, Angolans and others who have lost legs to the scourge of land mines. 

Or consider Ryan Hreljac, the six-year-old Kemptville, Ont., boy we mentioned in the July 1, 1998, Maclean's cover feature on "The 100 most important Canadians in history." Ryan wanted to build a well for people in Africa who lacked clean water, and he had the goal of raising $70. An ambitious goal for a six-year-old. But Ryan's is a remarkable story. In two years, he has helped raise $61,000 to improve water quality in northern Uganda through the charitable organization WaterCan. In April, 1999, "Ryan's Well" was dedicated at Angolo Primary School in northern Uganda. In July, 2000, Ryan and his parents went to Uganda to see his well and to present the school there with school supplies and a cheque for new desks. Ryan now speaks to student groups and service clubs about WaterCan, and as his mother wrote to the editor, "Maclean's has proven to be the catalyst for a kid who really wants to make a difference in this world." Service above self as an ideal continues to flourish in Canadians. 

Now 9, Ryan already has made a difference and clearly he will continue to do so. Those Canadians whose stories we tell on the following pages have all changed the way the world lives or plays, works or thinks. 

Jack Granatstein, who taught Canadian history at York University for 30 years, is the recently retired director and CEO of the Canadian War Museum in Ottawa. Norman Hillmer is a history professor at Carleton University in Ottawa and president of the Organization for the History of Canada.
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