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F ew may know that today's 
civic holiday in Toronto is 
officially called "Simcoe 

Day" - and fewer still may 
know why this man should be 
honoured with a day named 
just for him. 

If we learn that in 1791, John 
Graves Simcoe was Upper Can- 
ada's first lieutenant-governor, 
that may not interest us very 
much unless we love history - 
and then we would have 
known it anyway. So why ho- 
nour an 18th-century British 
soldier in 2009? 

One very good reason. He 
was the first political leader to 
challenge slavery effectively. 
As an institution, slavery was 
then as old as Western civiliza- 
tion, and one that had already 
invaded this brand new colony. 
When the British lost the War 
of Independence to the newly 
formed United States, many of 
the Loyalists, who came north 
to start life over again, brought 
their slaves with them. 

Nonetheless, when the first 
legislature of Upper Canada re- 
putedly met under an oak tree 
in Newark (as Niagara-on-the- 
Lake was called then), Simcoe 
proposed that slavery be out- 
lawed. 

Simwe's accomplishment 
is more than a matter of pride. 
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This vice-regal proposal, 
however, met a chilly reception 
from some of the legislators, 
especially those who were 
slave owners themselves. So 
government being the art of 
the possible, Simcoe proposed 
a more moderate action that 
would allow these colonists to 
keep their slaves, but also spell 
the end of slavery in this new 
colony. 

The proposal was that while 
slave owners could keep their 
bond servants with them, no 
slaves could be imported, 
bought or sold in Upper Cana- 
da. Also, that all slave children 
born in the province would re- 
ceive their freedom at 25 years 
of age. 

As an institution, that legisla- 
tion, passed in 1793, put slav- 
ery on borrowed time, its end 
coming inexorably in one 
generation. And compromising 
as Simcoe's deal with his slave- 
owning legislators can seem to 
zealots now, it was a pioneer- 
ing leap forward. 

It would be decades before 
slavery would be abolished 
throughout the British Empire, 
and generations before the 
United States would fight a 
savage war to end the savagery 
of slavery. But the first step to- 
ward freedom from servitude 
was taken right here in Cana- 
da. 

Rather than puffing our 
chests out with patriotic pride 
though, Simcoe's 18th-century 
leadership should impact dy- 
namically on our mt-century 
social consciences. 

The United Nations esti- 
mates there are more slaves in 
the world now than there have 
ever been. Mostly Asian, mil- 
lions of young women are re- 
ported to be "sex slaves" in the 
Western countries to which 
they were naively induced to 
emigrate with the enticement 
of good jobs - only to find they 
had to market their young bo- 
dies with no serious hope of 
ever gaining their freedom. . 

How many of them may be in 
Toronto, the city that eventual- 
ly became the capital of Upper 
Canada? Nobody knows since 
neither the mayor nor the po- 
lice chief seems to have made 
an effort to discover if there is 
still slavery here more than 
200 years after it was thought 
to have been abolished. 

But wouldn't this Simcoe 
Day be a good time to find out? 


