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At the 2017 Black History Event at Grey Roots Museum & Archives, two recently-acquainted 
third cousins made a presentation on their shared ancestry. Carl Stevenson and Steve Harris are 
great-great-grandsons of John and Ellen Meads, who settled on the Old Durham Road in the 
1860s. Their great-grandparents, William and Julianna, were siblings. William Meads’ family 
remained on the family farm and Carl grew up in Grey County. Julianna Meads married into a 
Toronto family and Steve grew up in Toronto. Through a chance meeting on Ancestry.ca, Carl 
and Steve met … and the rest is history! We sat down for an interview in December 2017 in order 
to get some of the ‘back story’ to this unique reunion of two branches of the Meads family. 
 
Naomi Norquay: How is it that you two are related? Steve do you want to give your version of 
that? 
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Steve Harris:  Basically it goes back to our great-great-grandparents and their affiliation with the 
Old Durham Road, that being the Meads family. It’s John and Ellen who Carl and I have a 
connection to.  
 
NN:  So how are you connected? What’s the direct line for you? 
 
SH:  The direct line would be Julianna Meads, my great-grandmother. 
 
NN:  So she was a daughter of John and Ellen. 
 
SH:  That’s correct. 
 
NN: And what about you, Carl? What's your direct connection? 
 
Carl Stevens:  My great-grandfather was Julianna’s brother, that would be Will Meads. He took 
over the family farm on the Old Durham Road after his father’s death. 
  
NN:  Okay, so that’s the connection. Steve, you descend from the oldest daughter of the first 
Meads family and you, Carl, from the one son. You didn’t know each other until fairly recently, 
so how did you two meet?  
 
CS:  It was through Ancestry [Ancestry.ca]. I think either Deb, my wife, or I, found a family tree 
that Cathryn, Steve’s wife, had posted, and we realized there was a connection there. So I sent 
a message and through a conversation, we realized how close the connection was and then we 
met shortly after that. 
 
NN:  Do you do genealogy work, Steve? 
 
SH:  No, Cathryn’s the genealogy person.  Part of the interesting scenario here, is the fact that I 
didn’t know much about the Meads family and my direct connection. I was aware that the 
Meads family was a mixed family, but there was never a lot of discussion within my family 
regarding their past. And I guess in my grandfather’s case, he was half and half [mixed-race] and 
had to navigate through his life as who he was. I guess it was not so much a disassociation, but 
just the fact that I don’t think people really wanted to address it. I think they just wanted to 
carry on as who they were as individuals. There were no grey areas, you were either Black or 
white. So, it’s something that I realize that my grandfather basically had to deal with. And I’m 
sure Julianna, who was my great-grandmother, probably had to, even more so, given the fact 
that she and my great-grandfather, Samuel Wilson, were a mixed-race couple who carved out a 
life for themselves in Toronto. It was because of Cathryn and her research into the Wilson 
family tree, that she asked me if I knew anything about the Meads. This ignited memories about 
the Meads family and the discussions in my family – which had been minimal, but I had heard 
tidbits over the years. 
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NN:  I see, okay. What about you Carl?  How did you find your way into this history? 
 
CS:  It was about the time of the dedication of the cemetery here on the Old Durham Road 
[1990] that my mother shared that we had Black history. I had no clue before that at all. My 
aunt was on the cemetery reclamation committee. The knowledge of our heritage was shared 
in different ways and at different levels through the family. Some of my cousins knew about it 
all their lives. Others didn’t find out until they were in their thirties or forties. We’ve got distant 
cousins who are in their sixties and just learning of it now. So, every branch of the family kind of 
either listened to stories, and took them to heart, or they didn’t, and some of the stories were 
just ignored. 
 
NN:  Okay. So you came to do this joint presentation for the Black History Event. How did that 
come about? 
 
SH:  I think it’s just something that we thought would be beneficial not only for ourselves, but 
for other people. There is not a lot of history documenting the lives of early Black settlers in 
Grey County. And for a lack of a better way of putting it, I think it was something that we 
needed to express because it was so unique.  I think that the stars aligned pretty much, as far as 
Carl and I meeting. It was something he wanted to pursue for his own knowledge and for me as 
well. And through that we came up with the idea to do this presentation.  I think it also derived 
from the fact that we ended up in Washington D.C. as a part of a group that represented 
families of the Underground Railroad, whose pictures were used in a photo exhibit created by 
photographer Yuri Dojc. That’s an interesting story in itself, how that came about. I think 
everything coalesced. It evolved and we recognized that we needed to express our story, and as 
you concurred, it was very interesting to say the least, right? 
 
NN:  Yes, indeed! Carl, do you want to add anything to that? 
 
CS:  I have to give credit to Steve because he was really the one who had the vision of us doing 
this presentation and really drove it forward. So, thanks Steve! 
 
SH:  Thanks Carl! We have our strengths.  Carl’s reserved and pragmatic, much like my 
grandfather, and I am more direct and opinionated (another Meads trait!) I’ve met the Meads 
cousins on Carl’s side, and one thing I observed was the sense of our mutual bloodlines.  It’s not 
so much the physical aspect, but the personalities and character traits that are similar. Looking 
at Carl and his side of the family, in comparison to my grandpa’s side, they were all very 
upstanding people, they were very opinionated in terms of what’s right and what’s wrong. 
Looking at both sides, they were community focused and contributed to the betterment of the 
communities in which they lived. 
 
NN:  Carl, is that your experience of your family as being very upright? 
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CS:  Yes. Again, partially through doing research in preparation for this presentation, I found 
some really good, interesting stories. Probably some of them I’d maybe heard as a child about 
my grandfather and my great-grandfather, and their civic duties that they took very seriously. 
And we see it on both sides of the family whether it be Union Stewardship or being a Municipal 
Councillor, there’s that sense of looking after your neighbours that seems to have continued on 
down through the family. 
 
NN:  Right, okay. 
 
SH:  Both Carl and my wife have given due diligence in terms of finding out the research. Why I 
never really pursued it was the fact that we didn’t know. It was one of those things that, 
although I sort of knew about it, it wasn’t really spoken about to any great degree. But as fate 
would have it, a miracle unfolded when I found out that my second cousin, another Meads 
descendent, Kim Bernhardt, had done an interview back in the early ‘80s with my grandfather, 
Grandpa Wilson, as part of the Ontario Black History Society. She was the granddaughter of my 
grandpa’s sister, Edith. The OBHS was compiling stories of those who grew up in Toronto. Kim 
had mentioned that she had a copy of the interview. Actually, my cousin Leslie had 
remembered the interview at my grandfather’s house. My aunt, one of my grandfather’s 
daughters, was living with my grandfather at the time because he was getting up in years. And 
Leslie, his granddaughter, was also living there, so, the information came out that there was a 
tape.  I managed to retrieve the tape. 
 
NN:  What a gold mine! 
 
SH:  It opened up so many doors because what it did was it simply solidified the connection and 
it filled a lot of the gaps which allowed me to chronicle their lives more clearly. It became 
obvious that there’s a story - a history - that had never been expressed. So, now we’ve been 
given this opportunity - the fourth generation of these people who established their lives, to tell 
it. I used a lot of the material from that taped interview, and stories that I remembered, and put 
them together. 
 
The conversation turns to some of the photos from the presentation.1  
 
CS:  When John Meads first came up to Canada, he worked in the Anglo-American Hotel in 
Hamilton. He and Ellen met in Hamilton. 
 
NN:  And they were married at the Catholic Church? 
 
CS:  The Catholic Church in Hamilton, yes. 
 
                                                 
1 All article images are provided by Steve Harris and Carl Stevenson. 
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The conversation turns to a reproduction of a page from the 1861 hand-written census.  
 

2 
 
 
CS:  This is the census from Hamilton.  The thing I really find interesting about this census is I’ve 
looked at the page before this one and it’s beautifully handwritten. I’ve looked at the page after 
it, also beautifully handwritten. And this page is such a scrawl with scratches and write-overs 
and on Ancestry [Ancestry.ca], where I found the document, it wasn’t immediately highlighted 
as Meads; somebody had read it differently.  But, I am assuming it is John, Ellen, and the first 
two children, which would be Will and Julianna. 
 
NN:  This is the 1861 census, so there is this “coloured person” column here and it’s interesting 
how they look almost like scratches beside the kids’ names.  
 
CS:  Well it looks like there’s an “M”, maybe underneath those scratches. Maybe someone put 
that in to mean “mulatto” for the children. Whereas Ellen is listed there as white.  
 
NN:  Yeah, right. And the kids, I see that those marks are M’s. Maybe the census taker is trying 
to make sense of how to identify these children. And there’s William Meads, who’s from 
Baltimore. What can you tell me about him? 
 
CS:  The unknown William Meads. 
 
NN:  Is he John Meads’ uncle? Or brother?  
 

                                                 
2 Census of Canada, 1861. Ancestry.ca [database on-line] 
https://www.ancestrylibrary.ca/interactive/1570/4391929_00239?pid=798028239&backurl=https://search.ancest
rylibrary.ca/cgi-
bin/sse.dll?_phsrc%3DtMw64%26_phstart%3DsuccessSource%26usePUBJs%3Dtrue%26indiv%3D1%26db%3D1861
Canada%26gss%3Dangs-
d%26new%3D1%26rank%3D1%26msT%3D1%26gsfn%3Djohn%26gsfn_x%3D0%26gsln%3Dmeads%26gsln_x%3D0
%26msrpn__ftp%3DHamilton,%2520Ontario,%2520Canada%26msrpn%3D1654306%26MSAV%3D1%26uidh%3Dm
s5%26pcat%3D35%26fh%3D0%26h%3D798028239%26recoff%3D%26ml_rpos%3D1&treeid=&personid=&hintid=&
usePUB=true&_phsrc=tMw64&_phstart=successSource&usePUBJs=true 
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CS:  I think he’s John’s uncle. John does have a brother William Meads. William seems to be 
used a lot in the family. But I think this is an uncle just because he seemed to have had a fair 
amount of money. If they’re roughly the same age then one of them would have done really 
well! But I think he’s an uncle because he’s well-established. There was a William Meads that 
we do know was in Baltimore, who moved to Waterford, New York, and eventually bought the 
farm here in Artemesia. 
 
NN:  Of course Baltimore was a free city in a slaving state, right? 
 
CS:  Zachariah, who was John’s father, is listed as a free man on any document that I found in 
Baltimore. I’ve done a lot of tracking of both him, Zachariah, and John’s mother, Julia, through 
city directories. So I pretty much have a good understanding of about 40 years of their life filled 
in, just by using city directories. 
 
NN:  So, William Meads comes here and eventually John Meads comes here to the Old Durham 
Road and they farm. 
 
CS:  Yes. At that time the farm was owned by William Meads. 
 
 

 
William and Maria Meads and family 
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NN:  Carl, your great-grandfather was also a William and he married Maria Oliver? She was from 
the white pioneer family who also produced Farquhar Oliver, the MPP. 
 
CS: Yes, and there was a Premier of British Columbia that came out of that Oliver family as well. 
There were quite a few successful people— it was a large family, so they had lots of 
opportunities!  
 
NN:  Did your great-grandfather stay on the farm? 
 
CS:  He stayed on the farm and did very well. After our presentation was done, I was talking to 
another researcher, and she was able to provide me with a story that was done in the early 
1900s, (the exact year escapes me). A reporter from the Globe and Mail came up to the farm 
here to interview my great-grandfather. The premise was: not all pioneers are old, that is what 
the story was about.  
 
NN:  I thought you were going to say: not all pioneers are white! 
 
CS:  No, it was all about age and the story goes about his father passing away when he was, I 
think, around 15 or 16 years old. Will was out working on the railroad when John passed away.  
So then he came home to take over the farm. In the article, he talked about the years he spent 
clearing the land because very little had been cleared yet at that point, and then he talked 
about the successes he had had. He was a firm believer in using purebred animals. He had 
purebred cattle and sheep. He regularly showed animals both at the local fairs and at the Royal 
Winter Fair. It was quite an interesting article just to know a little more about what he did on 
the farm and the reputation he had as a farmer. 
 
NN:  Okay. Once John and Ellen came to the Old Durham Road, they had two more kids. So 
there was William, Julianna, Annie, and Margaret. So Julianna’s the second oldest, and she was 
born in Hamilton.   
 
SH:  She’s my great-grandmother. 
 
NN:  So, Carl, you’re connected to her too, she’s like a great-great-aunt. 
 
CS:  Yes. 
 
SH:  I recall my mother Arlene, telling me stories of her relationship with Julianna, her 
grandmother.   They were very close, and from what I understand Julianna was quite the 
seamstress. She sewed uniforms for my great-grandfather and their sons, who were members 
of the Purple Orange Fife and Drum Corps in Toronto. She passed her sewing knowledge along 
to my mother and her sisters. My mother told me they made a lot of their own clothing as 
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teenagers during the Second World War. 
An interesting tidbit I came across in 
relation to our “Baltimore Connection,” 
was a story circulated amongst the 
Wilson family that my great-grandpa, 
Samuel Wilson, and his brother Joe, 
designed and produced a sewing 
machine which they called the “Wilson 
Sewing Machine” and my great-
grandmother Juliana was shown how to 
operate it. The machine they developed 
was very similar to what became the 
Singer sewing machine. As the story 
goes, their design was stolen at some 
point. In doing some research regarding 
the development of sewing machines in 
the 1800s, I found that in Baltimore in 
the early 1800s, there was a man named 
Wilson who also designed a similar 
machine, and was partners with Singer 
at that time, apparently Singer stole and 
used it to patent the Singer sewing 
machine.  I am not sure of the 
connection, but it’s an interesting 
coincidence, and it’s something I would 
like to further pursue.  
 
The conversation turns to some photos 
of Steve’s family at their west end 
Toronto home. 
 
NN:  Where was this photo taken? 
 
SH:  I believe it was taken outside their 
home in Parkdale in the west end of 
Toronto. My grandfather and his siblings attended the school where Alexander Muir was the 
school principal. He composed “The Maple Leaf Forever”. It was said his students had to sing his 
composition every morning before entering class. The Wilsons eventually purchased another 
home on Dufferin Street in Parkdale. One of my grandfather’s first jobs was with the Russell 
Motor Company as a machinist. Russell was a major manufacturer of the Model T and had a 
production plant located in the Dufferin and King Street area of Toronto. From there he went on 
to work for Massey-Harris and then Massey-Ferguson. What struck me most was imagining 
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what he experienced and how he managed to overcome the many obstacles he faced as a man 
of colour during that particular period. I can say that he was a “trail blazer” as he maintained his 
will to follow and succeed in his goals and dreams.  
   

SH: That’s my grandparents. That’s 
Josephine and Fred when they first 
started courting. I first saw this photo 
in a Grey Roots brochure, entitled 
“African Canadians in Grey County”.   
 
NN:  Interesting! How did they meet? 
 
SH:  My grandmother, Josephine, was 
a Scott and originally from Owen 
Sound.  It’s interesting because my 
grandfather met my grandmother and 
because she’s from Owen Sound, I 
wondered how they met.  I always 
thought that maybe Grandpa would 
have come up to this area to visit the 
Meads family with the added intent of 
meeting some upstanding young Black 
women who resided in the area. But 
that wasn’t the case at all! I learned 
from the taped interview that they 
actually met at a wedding of a well-
known family in Toronto. As I stated in 
my presentation, my grandfather just 
cut to the chase and asked Josephine 
if she had a boyfriend and if not, he 
suggested that they become boyfriend 

and girlfriend, and the rest is history! Actually, previous to their meeting,  my grandfather went 
to various churches -  I guess the Catholic Church in the morning and the Protestant Church in 
the afternoon and his primary goal was to, not only  solidify his relationship with the man 
above, but also to meet girls.  
 
NN:  So, Carl, tell me a little bit about your grandparents. That would be William and Maria’s 
oldest son, or one of their sons. 
 
CS:  So, again, William, William Robert.  I always refer to him Robert, just so I can try and keep 
all the Williams straight in my head. So he took over the family farm from his parents. They, Will 
and Maria, had moved into Flesherton. Robert continued to build onto the farm and he and my 

Josephine and Fred Wilson at the piano 
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grandmother started their family. Eventually, Will, his father, came back and lived with them 
after Maria had passed away. 
 
NN:  I see, okay. And your mom’s one of seven kids in that family? 
 
CS:  Yes. Bob, Wallace, and Emerson were the three oldest, three boys. They all served overseas 
during World War II. Thank goodness they all came back. 
 
NN:  And did they stay in the area, or did they move? 
 
CS:  Uncle Wallace moved to Hanover after doing some work on farms around here. He worked 
for Imperial Oil. He worked at several different depots, ended up in North Bay where his wife 
still lives, and my one cousin lives up there as well. Uncle Emerson became a vet, worked in 
Guelph at the university as a large animal vet, I think, practically his entire life. And eventually 
returned again to Grey County, moved back to Hanover. Bob stayed. When he came back from 
the war he farmed and then he worked for the Grey County Board of Education doing 
maintenance in one of the schools, I believe in Durham.  
 
NN:  Okay, and the other siblings? 
 
CS:  Ken worked for MTO on the road crew. Mom went through for a teacher, so she went to 
Toronto, came back and taught in Normanby Township for a few years until she met my father. 
And that was pretty much the end of the teaching. Just this year, I did actually  get it out of her 
that she had  planned and actually had a job lined up until she found that my little brother was 
on the way, so that was the true end of her teaching career. June worked for Bell in Flesherton 
and raised her family. Glen worked for a surveyor, and later for Bell Canada living in Barrie, 
before retiring to the Priceville area. 
 
NN:  Steve, can you tell us a little about your side of the family, one generation up? 
 
SH:  There were six children in the family: MacDonald, Arlene, Eleanor, Dorothy, Gordon and 
Joanie.  Two of my mother’s sisters, Dorothy and Joanie, married Americans and lived in the US. 
Their husbands owned a successful jewelry and TV repair shop in Brooklyn. MacDonald  
(Mac), the oldest, served in the Second World War, and landed in Normandy and eventually 
made it through to the liberation of Holland. My Auntie Eleanor was a noted stage 
performer/dancer and was also a champion track and field athlete. Gordy worked with my 
grandfather at Canada Metal, and worked his way up to become a Production Control Manager 
up and until his retirement. My mother, Arlene, being the oldest, was given the responsibility in 
helping care for her siblings. She was very close to Julianna, from what I understand, and spent 
a lot of time with her grandmother in her youth. She also had a creative side, writing poetry and 
short stories, which only I discovered upon her passing.  
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NN:  Where did your grandparents live? 
 
SH:  36 Connaught.  
 
NN:  That’s in the east end. 
 
SH:  Yes, their home was located adjacent to the TTC’s East End Rail Terminal. We spent a lot of 
great times at their home and recall a number of memorable events. One in particular was their 
“Mortgage Burning Party” which was common in those days, if you had the financial 
wherewithal to achieve that goal.  Another was when my grandfather retired from Canada 
Metal. And on July 12th, which is “Orangemen’s Day”, after marching in their annual parade, a 
group of band members would gravitate to my grandparents’ home for an evening of good 
cheer and Irish fife and drum jamming.  
  
NN:  What’s so interesting is that both of you had uncles who went to war. They would have 
been second cousins. They wouldn’t have been in the same regiment, so likely they would not 
have run into each other.  But that's really an interesting similarity. 
 
CS:  Yes, in my family, we had someone serving on the merchant ships, a motorcycle dispatch 
rider, and in a tank division. My Uncle Bob received a medal for some of his bravery in the Italy 
section of the war. 
 
NN:  What are some of your stories, in terms of what you two have done? 
 
SH:   I guess, like my grandfather and my ancestors before me, I became a trailblazer when I 
started working at the Globe and Mail in the early 70s.  I was the only Black person employed 
within the entire company. At that time, I had finished high school and was attending college. 
The Globe would provide on-the-job training if you had the ability to write or report. I started 
off as a Copy Boy and was promoted to Head Copy Boy. Part of my job was to monitor news 
reports from the CBC and BBC radio to ensure the Globe had up-to-date stories before the first 
edition hit the streets. I would submit a recap to the National News Editor, who was Murray 
Burt at that time. Murray approached me by asking if I’d ever consider a career in journalism. 
That’s when my career started to evolve. I was fortunate to align myself with a number of 
prominent journalists who were instrumental in honing my skills. My first position was with 
Broadcast Week, where I wrote program and movie descriptions featured in the magazine. At 
the same time, I was asked to produce a disco review column, “Stepping Out”, and a local live 
entertainment listings column, “What’s Up”. I moved on from the Globe to pursue an 
opportunity to join a family member and friend, and together we established a printing graphic 
design business called Independent Designers’ Guild. We experienced some success until the 
recession of the late 70s hit and we were forced to dissolve the business. At that point I wasn’t 
sure what my career options would be until I walked into the Star Newspaper Advertising 
division and asked for a job. I spent 25 years with the Star until my retirement in 2010. My 
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career with the Star was rewarding, but not without challenges. I managed to advance to 
become an advertising account manager, handling key national brand accounts. 
 
NN:  And here you are! What’s your story, Carl? 
 
CS: I guess I go back a bit to my roots. As a student I worked on a poultry farm, but I thought 
there had to be something better than chickens. 
 
NN:  No! There’s nothing better than chickens! 
 
CS: Well, I know that now! I’m more mature!  I worked for Zellers. I was in their store 
management for six or seven years and that’s where I met my wife, Deb. (We’ve been married 
for thirty one, almost thirty two years.)  After Sunday shopping basically started to come in, I re-
evaluated how much I really liked retail.  Retail was a really good development career, learning 
to manage staff and resources. I’ve used that knowledge throughout my entire life since then, 
but it was a time to change.  So after leaving, I did carpentry for a summer. After putting siding 
on a house during a snow storm, I decided that I had to do something warmer and got back into 
poultry. I worked with a hatchery, managed broiler chicken farms, and I’ve sold poultry 
equipment. I currently work for the Marketing Board and really enjoy that. I’m working with 
small farms and young farmers, and it’s quite a joy to do that. 
 
NN:  Are there other things in your presentation that you felt were important to share at the 
Black History Event? 
 
SH: Well, I think it’s basically a unique sort of relationship: unknown to one another, having the 
same feelings about wanting to know more about our history and it all unfolding. And that, for 
me, has been a blessing.  It’s not so much that I didn’t care— it’s just that you often accept 
things as they are and you carry on. But I think there’s been someone who's been prodding us 
from afar to basically present the story! And I think Carl and I have been the recipients of that. It 
might be John, wherever he is, if you believe in the hereafter! 
 
NN:  It could be Ellen! 
 
SH:  Could be Ellen, could be a number of things. The fact that Carl and I have established a 
direct connection to the Meads; but also my wife and her persistence in having me pursue this 
endeavor. I think you also have to look at when we decided to go this route. Carl’s family was 
more receptive to uniting and getting together and studying the history. From the perspective 
of my immediate family, there is an interest in what I have uncovered, but I can’t say or know 
why, they have not embraced it in the same manner in which I have.  
 
CS:  One thing that strikes me from our presentation and it happened towards the end when 
Steve was talking about his family and growing up in Toronto, there were a couple of gasps that 
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came from my cousins. One of my older cousins recognized the house that was up on the 
screen, and said “I’ve been there!” It shows that obviously part of the family kept a connection 
and a relationship. That would have been around the time that my grandfather was in a Toronto 
hospital being treated for cancer, so the family was down to the city and they obviously stopped 
around to see some of their cousins. And their recollection is this house and yeah, there were 
Black people there. My cousins probably didn’t understand, probably because of their age, what 
the relationship really was, but there was obviously continued communication. 
 
NN:  That was quite a moment! As I recall it, your cousin was little, she was about five when this 
happened.  
 
CS:  Yes. It could have been through my grandfather and grandmother and that generation’s 
continued relationship. It just really wasn’t carried on past them. The connection was broken. 
 
NN:  So it broke off enough that generations coming up weren’t aware of each other. 
 
SH:  As Carl stated, in some cases, families lose touch with their roots and maybe the 
opportunity to unite with distant relatives was not presented or pursued. It’s my belief some 
separation within families can be attributed to social status and how you are perceived. My 
grandparents, if you look at the times in which they lived, they did well for themselves. 
However, there were divisions within the Black community, which still exist today. My 
grandparents probably endured a lot of criticism for their achievements. 
 
NN:  Does some of that have to do with the divide between the haves and have nots, so, more 
to do with class? 
 
SH:  Possibly. You know, my dad in particular, he came from, what I would call “the other side of 
the tracks”, and he met my mom and literally fell in love with my grandparents. He married my 
mom, but he actually married the family. And he was really close to my grandpa, who was very 
instrumental in helping him. I think the whole idea for Carl and me was to show two obviously 
different trails of life, in terms of what we’ve done and what we’ve experienced. But also, to 
show the tie that binds us. And we ended up in Washington, so it doesn’t get any better than 
that! 
 
NN:  I do want to ask you about the Washington connection, because I think that’s an 
interesting piece. 
 
CS:  Yes the contact was through Steve that brought us into participating in the project. 
 
SH:  Well, I pushed it. I had learned that there was photographer, Yuri Dojc, who was coming to 
Owen Sound to produce a photographic history of descendants of those who travelled on 
Underground Railroad. I wanted to ensure that Carl and I were included, based on our joint 
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discoveries pertaining to our family history on the Old Durham Road. I managed to get a hold of 
Yuri and say, “Look!  I think that you’ve got probably the most unique subject out of all of which 
you’re going to do today.” Well, we ended up having our pictures taken at the Cairn in Harrison 
Park, and one thing led to another and I said to Carl one day: “We made the cut! We’re going to 
Washington, kid!” 
 
NN:  So Carl, I’m curious. Having grown up white identified, what was it like to go to Washington 
and take part in this particular exhibit on Underground Railroad families? 
 
CS:  Other than - it was really fun, it was an amazing experience partially because we got to 
travel with Steve and Cathy. The four of us experienced Washington together. Steve and I were 
invited to be part of an opening panel discussion before they opened the doors to the show. I 
think that speaks to our uniqueness. 
 
NN:  So what did you talk about?  
 
CS:  I think we just kind of talked a little about how we came together and what we 
experienced, a much shorter version, obviously, and what it meant to the two of us. 
 
SH:  Just like we are doing now.  
 
CS:  So, I think it’s great. I’ve got a fantastic cousin I didn’t know I had.  I’m closer to him than I 
am to a lot of my other cousins because of the age difference. On the Meads side, I am one of 
the younger cousins. 
 
SH:  One of the things we talked about was our initial meeting, when Carl and Deb came to the 
house, and I looked at him and I could see my grandfather; his mannerisms and his facial 
similarities. I could see the Meads in him! I felt an immediate connection like he was old family 
or a friend that I had not seen in years. When Carl started to talk it was like my grandfather had 
come back! I also got to meet with other Meads family members at a family reunion. While 
sitting there listening to conversations around me, I got the distinct feeling that I was listening 
to those of my immediate family, the same sort of bantering, and character traits common to 
how my aunts and uncles reacted to each other. It gave me the chills!  Because there is a 
connection and that’s the beauty of this whole thing. 
 
NN:  I’m one of many people who’ve looked at this photo taken at the Cairn and noticed that 
the family resemblance between the two of you is really, really strong. 
 
SH:  Cathryn had also taken pictures during Yuri’s photo shoot and posted them on Facebook. 
Within a short period, friends began commenting and asking with all sincerity, “Steve, do you 
have a brother that you never spoke of?” I said, “no” and I explained the story. So that air play 
on Facebook, has opened a lot of eyes - a lot of people who had no idea of my history because I 
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had never really expressed any of it before. 
 
NN:  What about you, Carl? 
 
CS:  Same thing. We probably posted it the same day on Facebook and, yes, lots of comments 
from people and same questions like “You’ve got another brother?”  “Who is this?”  There is a 
resemblance! 
 
NN:  One of the things that’s interesting to me, because of my own research on the Old Durham 
Road, I’m interested in this mostly-disappeared-from-our-consciousness, this silent, invisible, 
Black pioneer settlement.  And so, it’s easy for me to focus on the Black pioneers, but then I 
have to remember the ‘Ellens’, right?   When I met your mom and your aunt and your uncle, 
Carl, I found myself trying to come to terms with these people coming from a pioneer family 
who have this Black heritage but who they themselves, and the community they now live in, 
identify them as white.  So I guess one of the things I think about is this: you’ve known you had 
this Black heritage for a long time, right? And now you’ve met one of your cousins who is a 
descendent from that heritage - as you are. So, how do you think about the importance of this 
history to your kids?  How do you think of the importance of this history, and this connection to 
the fifth generation, and maybe the sixth? 
 
CS:  I find that they are, for the most part, my kids especially, they are so much less judgmental 
of people based on colour and religion.  Both going to universities, and having some fantastic 
friends that have come from different origins than themselves.  So I don’t think it means as 
much to them as it does to me. 
 
NN:  You don’t think it is as important or…? 
 
CS:  No, I don’t think it’s as important, but maybe because of age, they see themselves as 
maybe better than us old people.   
 
NN:  So, more sort of socially, racially aware and integrated? 
 
CS:  More integrated for sure.  Yet, when I look back to our great-great-grandparents, and just 
doing research, how many interracial couples that I’ve come across.  And it seemed that 
through most of the 1900s we kind of turned into racial bigots in Western societies.  I don’t 
know, but now, hopefully the swing’s coming back the other way. But it’s still not even halfway 
yet. 
 
NN:  Still trying to get the momentum going, okay.  What about you, Steve. How do you think 
about this one? 
 
SH:  I would concur with Carl about the evolution of the generations. What you teach your 
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children continually flows down, but most young people now are less judgmental with regards 
to colour and religious beliefs.  I think of my son Dylan, in particular, living in Mississauga, it’s a 
very diverse community and is a melting pot of various cultures and nationalities.  He has dealt 
with issues pertaining to his colour, but I feel they were more systemic than indifference from 
his peers. However, this is a part of the reason why Carl and I feel it’s key for us to present this 
very distinct story. It’s a history lesson that we wish to use to educate and enlighten people who 
have no idea or, have never been exposed to this experience of our forefathers and mothers. 
  
NN: You animate all the census data and stats, right? 
 
SH:  Yes. And you relate to it, I think that’s key. Cathryn and I have been involved with youth 
organizations and helping youth at risk, and one of the things we realized is that the more you 
exchange your own experiences and talk to people as people, then they understand as opposed 
to, you know: there’s differences, yes! But every story resonates based on one’s experiences 
regardless of where you come from, and I think this keeps unfolding. It has some momentum, 
and I don’t think our story is ended here. I think it’s going to continue. Carl and I have discussed, 
potentially, resurrecting Speakers of the Dead and providing an update as to the current status, 
as outlined in our presentation. 
 
NN:  Do you mean you could make a film? 
 
SH:  Carl and I have discussed presenting our story to schools or community organizations who 
assist new Canadians through a film or an educational kit that could be used in the classroom. 
My feeling is maybe to look at a different approach associated with “the Black Experience” in 
Canada. I can appreciate the fact that we are descendants of slaves, but that’s not the whole 
story. Okay, yes, I know I am, but look at what I have contributed, look at what my family has 
contributed.  
 
NN:  The Running Man and the Underground Railroad is where most school curriculum is stuck.  
I mean, bless Harriet Tubman’s heart, but really!  Let’s focus on the settlers, on Black people as 
settlers.  So your point of saying we shouldn’t dwell on the past, but by bringing your family 
history up to the present, it locates 19th century Black families,  as future oriented and moving 
forward.   
 
SH:  I guess one could easily ignore or wish not to discuss certain aspects of their past or feel 
uncomfortable about sharing their history in relation to their heritage. In learning about my 
Irish heritage, I embraced it as it’s a part of who I am. This whole project is a legacy of sorts, and 
I feel there is more information that will unfold as we continue down this road. It’s about 
educating others and updating relationships to current times.   
 
NN:  Carl, do you have anything to say about this, the idea of how this might move forward?  
Like, in terms of the idea of the film or educational materials for schools? 
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CS:  Oh yes, I think we both had the same thought and shared it around the same time.  It is 
there, the thought’s there, because, I think in my view anyway, the existing film that’s out there 
[Speakers for the Dead] leaves such a negative taste about this area and about the community 
and I don’t think it needs to be. I think we could do something to show that there’s light beyond 
just recovering the graveyard.   
 
NN:  Okay. This has been fabulous.  Thank you. 
 
SH:  Thanks for the opportunity to participate, this has been a great experience. I’m truly 
honoured to a part of this conversation.  
 
CS:  Thanks! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Carl and Steve at the Cairn, Harrison Park, Owen Sound 
 


