
THIS MUCH WE KNOW. Donald Grant Creighton was born at 
home, at 262 Concord Avenue, in the west end of Toronto, on 15 
July 1902. His mother was Laura Harvie Creighton; his father 
was the Reverend William Black Creighton, editor of the Chris-
tian Guardian and, after church unification in 1925, the New 
Outlook. Laura and William Creighton lived the values of family, 
hard work, education and service. In 1920 Donald Creighton en-
tered Victoria College, the Methodist college affiliated with the 
University of Toronto. Regarded by his professors as an unusu-
ally gifted student, he was awarded the 1925 Edward Kylie 
Scholarship that took him to Balliol for two years, but not before 
he fell in love for the first – and only – time in his life. One year 
later, in 1926, he and Luella Bruce were married in London, Eng-
land. In 1927 he returned to the University of Toronto as a lec-
turer in the Department of History. Ten years later, he published 
his first book, The Empire of the St. Lawrence, and established 
his reputation as his generation’s leading historian. Frank Under-
hill took him aside to tell him that it “was the best book of Cana-
dian history ever written.”1 Another colleague told him, “You’re 
the white hope of a new and better day in [Canadian historical 
writing].”2 His two-volume biography of Sir John A. Macdonald, 
published in 1952 and 1955, confirmed that reputation. The great 
British historian, Max Beloff, referred to Creighton as “one of 
the half-dozen best historians now writing anywhere in the Eng-
lish-speaking world.”3 Holding up John A. Macdonald: The
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Young Politician, Isaiah Berlin once announced to his students, 
“On the strength of this one volume I can say that I have been 
communing this past weekend with the greatest historical writer 
of our time.”4 The honours poured in. He was awarded the Tyr-
rell Gold Medal, two Governor General’s Awards for Non-
Fiction, and the Molson Prize; in addition, he received honorary 
degrees from universities across the country, literally from New-
foundland to British Columbia. 

Meanwhile, politicians sought his expertise in constitu-
tional history. In 1938 he wrote a study on British North America 
at Confederation for the Royal Commission on Dominion-
Provincial Relations. In 1960 he achieved international recogni-
tion when he served as a Commonwealth member of the Advi-
sory Commission on the Review of the Constitution of the Fed-
eration of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, better known as the Monck-
ton Commission. And from 1965 to 1970 he sat on the Ontario 
Advisory Committee on Confederation, which advised Premier 
John Robarts on constitutional matters.  

When Creighton retired from the University of Toronto 
in 1971, he continued to supervise doctoral students, to write, and 
to lecture. He and Luella enjoyed their “Old Ontario” house,5 

magnificent garden, and orange tabby cat, in Brooklin, a small 
village just east of Toronto. They loved to entertain and took 
enormous pleasure in welcoming friends, colleagues, students, 
and journalists. Then came the cancer, first in 1976 and again in 
1979. Four operations, two rounds of chemotherapy, and one 
colostomy later, Creighton died on 19 December 1979. “Donald 
is dead,” Luella recorded in her diary. “In the early hours of 
Wednesday morning at about 3 o’clock he was breathing quietly 
– at about 5:30 – just now – I went in and he is cold.”6 

I often tell people that I live with my wife, our two 
daughters, and a ghost. To borrow Stephen Clarkson and Chris-
tina McCall’s phrase from their biography of Pierre Trudeau, 
Donald Creighton haunts me. This, I think, is the biographer’s 
fate: to be haunted, to find himself thinking about his subject at 

    16   JOURNAL OF HISTORICAL BIOGRAPHY  



all times and in all places. I think about Creighton while pouring 
apple juice, while tidying the playroom, and while walking my 
daughters to the school bus. (He loved his children, but father-
hood was defined along different lines in mid-twentieth-century 
Canada.) I think about him while preparing undergraduate lec-
tures. (He advised one of his many young graduate students to 
work hard at lecture preparation, to invest the time in writing out 
a lecture in sentences and paragraphs in order to get the structure 
and the rhythm right.7) And I think about him, late at night, when 
I can’t sleep. (During his protracted battle with cancer, I like to 
think that, as a man of faith, he found comfort in Psalm 23:4, a 
Psalm that could “very much affect” him,8 even “dissolve” him.9 
“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I 
will fear no evil; for Thou art with me, thy rod and thy staff com-
fort me.”) None of this is surprising. Day and night, night and 
day, biographers think about, suffer for, endure, and, yes, enjoy 
their subjects. A.S. Byatt was not wrong to liken the writing of 
biography to an obsession – an all-consuming, overwhelming, 
unstoppable, irrational obsession – in her novel, Possession. Al-
though I am not likely to disinter the remains of Donald Creigh-
ton à la Byatt’s protagonists, I am no less obsessed. 
  On numerous occasions, I have been asked why: why 
Donald Creighton? The question is asked politely, but with more 
than a hint of incredulity. The name itself – Donald Grant 
Creighton – is a lightning rod. It attracts charged and, more often 
than not, negative opinions. Xenophobic, francophobic, reaction-
ary, and embittered: this is the Donald Creighton who is most 
often recalled. C.P. Stacey remembered a difficult man: 
“[Creighton] frequently insulted me; but, then, I think, he in-
sulted practically everybody.”10 Ken McNaught painted an unflat-
tering portrait of his former colleague: he was anti-Semitic, anti-
American, paranoid, jealous, difficult to please, mean spirited, and 
frugal to the point of being cheap.11 Stephen Clarkson and Christina 
McCall dismissed Creighton as a “notorious francophobic curmudg-
eon.”12 Veronica Strong-Boag argued that, as a historian, Creigh- 
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ton dismissed points of view that competed with his own and that 
he held a blinkered vision of the past.13 Desmond Morton said of 
Creighton that “he died a bitter old man.”14 According to Ray 
Conlogue, the Montreal arts reporter for the Globe and Mail, The 
Empire of the St. Lawrence was “avidly read by the schoolchil-
dren who now run English Canada,” and, as a result, lies at the 
root of English Canada’s inability to imagine the conquest as 
Quebec’s founding trauma, and its refusal to give up its role as 
conqueror.15 Finally, Creighton’s temper and temperament were 
legendary. Adjectives like “acidic,” “blistery,” “cadaverous,” 
“difficult,” “explosive,” “frosty,” “gloomy,” “volatile” and 
“vinegary” recur in the many interviews I have conducted with 
his former colleagues and graduate students. His son, Philip 
Creighton, remarked, “With my father, you never knew what 
would set him off. French Canadians. Income taxes. Government 
interference. The Americans.”16 And he was notoriously thin-
skinned. Criticism, especially when it came from men he consid-
ered his intellectual inferiors, enraged him. When the 
“pestiferous”17 Arthur Lower wrote a negative review of one of 
his books, Creighton exploded: “That pot-bellied son of a bitch! 
That awful man! He’s never written a decent book in his life!”18 

 To be sure, Creighton had faults. He did distrust bilin-
gualism. Unable to imagine women as academics, he did not sup-
port female graduate students in the way he supported male 
graduate students. His scholarship was, at times, unquestionably 
partisan. His anti-Semitism was distasteful. Thin-skinned, quick-
tempered and jealous, he could be, as one colleague put it, “hell 
to get along with.”19 This is the Donald Creighton we remember. 
By the 1960s, English Canada’s most accomplished historian had 
become a caricature: one-dimensional, uncomplicated and un-
likeable; temperamental, francophobic and intolerant. 

Creighton knew that he had become a pariah. His out-
spoken views on French Canadian nationalism, bilingualism and 
biculturalism in the 1960s and 1970s had left him isolated and 
feeling very much misunderstood. In a letter to his long-time  
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friend and confidant, Eugene Forsey, Creighton wondered aloud 
about his legacy. “I begin to feel that I will be remembered, if I 
am remembered at all, as a pessimist, a bigot, and a violent Tory 
partisan.”20 Two years later, Creighton instructed Forsey to de-
stroy his half of their lengthy correspondence. Ungrateful Cana-
dians did not deserve his papers. He then added another – and 
“important” –  point. 

 

I have no desire to become the subject of a doctoral 
thesis – or what is more likely a Master's thesis in 
some Canadian university. And that, of course, is 
exactly the kind of memorial I am most likely to get. 
Nobody would want to write a proper biography of 
me.21 

 

It would be worse than he could have imagined. About 
ten years ago I contemplated writing his biography for my disser-
tation but was advised not to go near him. As the third rail of Ca-
nadian intellectual and political life, he would kill any chance I 
might have of a university career: touch him and you’re dead. 
The profession, I was told, had no interest in a biography of Don-
ald Creighton. Taking this advice, I moved on to another topic. 
Creighton appeared in my dissertation on the professionalization 
of history in English Canada, but he was not its subject.22 

Why am I now writing – in Creighton’s words – a 
“proper biography” of him? Because he was too important a fig-
ure in the intellectual, cultural and political history of this coun-
try to ignore. He was a far more complicated and complex person 
than the one found in the phrase “notorious francophobic cur-
mudgeon.” And it is a paranoid fantasy to assert – without a 
shred of evidence – that The Empire of the St. Lawrence was av-
idly read by the schoolchildren who now run English Canada and 
who, as a result, are unable to imagine themselves as anything 
other than conquerors. The fact is, The Empire of the St. Law-
rence and the two-volume biography of Sir John A. Macdonald 
remain in print because they are outstanding contributions to 
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English-Canadian historical writing and to English-Canadian 
self-understanding. To quote Ramsay Cook, “You don’t have to 
like the guy. But he was an extraordinarily important figure.”23 

But I do like the guy. He was not only the “tall, thin, 
bony, Ichabod-Cranish” stick of a man that at least one colleague 
remembers.24 He was kind, generous, hospitable and attentive. 
He laboured tirelessly, endlessly even, on behalf of his depart-
ment, his students, his profession, and his country. He suffered, 
both physically and emotionally, for his art. His interests were 
wide-ranging and eclectic. His great passions were literature, art, 
and opera. He enjoyed good company and robust conversation. 
He liked a good drink. He worshipped his wife and supported her 
own writing career; he was proud of his son and his accomplish-
ments; his daughter was “the apple of his eye.”25 He was an emo-
tional man, a sensitive man, who felt things deeply. And he was a 
complicated man. His tendency to idealize both the past and the 
present produced disappointment and sadness in his writing and 
in his personal life. Change made him uneasy and anxious and 
angry. When the country redefined itself along bilingual and 
multicultural lines, he got angry, but that anger was part of a lar-
ger grief. “He grieved so for Canada,” his wife wrote after his 
death.26 When his daughter became a woman and made her own 
choices, he got angry, but again that anger was part of a grief for 
a little girl he perceived to be lost to him, even dead in a way. To 
remember her as a child could make him feel “inexpressibly 
sad.” It was like reading the casualty lists in old newspapers, he 
said.27 

My working title for this project is “Donald Creighton: A 
Life in History.” After all, his was “a life in history” in both 
senses of the phrase. History was his passion, his calling, his 
duty, his profession, and his art. And, as with all historians, his 
work cannot be fully understood without understanding its his-
torical context. However, unlike most historians, Creighton lived 
and worked in a historical context that can be better understood 
through an understanding of his life and work. In this sense, a 
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biography of Donald Creighton is also a biography of twentieth-
century Canada from the 1920s to the 1970s. This is a bold asser-
tion. After all, Carlyle’s aphorism, “history is the biography of 
great men,” is simply not true. Even the greatest of men are not 
that great. For my part, I am making a much more modest claim: 
Creighton’s life cuts across some of the largest themes in twenti-
eth-century Canada. These include the decline of Canada’s politi-
cal, economic, and psychic connection to Great Britain and the 
simultaneous integration of Canada and the United States; the 
rise of the modern university; the professionalization of intellec-
tual life; the challenge of Quebec separatism in the 1960s and 
1970s; and the re-definition of the country along bilingual, multi-
cultural lines. Creighton’s life – his career, his scholarship, his 
public contributions – offers a window through which to view 
twentieth-century Canada.  

It is not a perfect window: it offers neither a panoramic 
nor unobstructed view. As a methodology, biography has obvi-
ous limitations. The most obvious is biography’s focus on a sin-
gle individual, almost always an important one, someone who, by 
virtue of their political, economic, intellectual, or military impor-
tance, left behind the archival material needed to reconstruct a 
life. This reconstruction can privilege the perspective of that indi-
vidual and thus skew or simplify the complexity of the past. For 
all its strengths, this was the weakness of Creighton’s biography 
of Macdonald. It centred Canada’s first prime minister and over-
stated his contribution to nineteenth-century Canadian political 
life. In her CBC radio review of John A. Macdonald: The Young 
Politician, Hilda Neatby conceded that it is “easier for a camel to 
go through the eye of a needle than for a biographer not to be 
partisan.” But, she added, Creighton’s “dislike and contempt” for 
Macdonald’s adversaries – George Brown in particular – 
“threaten to compromise the principles of scholarship.”28 (For his 
part, Creighton was not impressed. He found Neatby’s review 
“an indifferent performance, at once dull and annoying.”)29 But 
biography’s limitation is also its strength. Its focus on a single 
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individual allows us to experience historical change over time at 
ground level, to walk a historical mile in someone else’s shoes. 

Its focus on a single individual is also the source of biog-
raphy’s enormous appeal and popularity, and it is this question 
that I now want to take up: how are we to explain biography’s 
appeal and popularity? Biographies regularly appear on the best-
sellers list; walk into any bookstore, and you will find a biogra-
phy section; Biography on A&E and its spin-off, Biography 
Magazine, remain popular; the CBC’s Life and Times is entering 
its tenth season, while The Greatest Canadian generated a na-
tional conversation. But there is more to the appeal and popular-
ity of biography than the brilliant style of a particular biographer 
or the marketing genius of Heather Reisman or the high produc-
tion values at A&E. Jean Barman argues that it is modern cul-
ture’s obsession with celebrity and personality – with the individ-
ual – that gives biography its popularity and its utility to the 
teaching of history, to connecting young people to the past.30 Pe-
ter Waite believes that biography attracts a wide audience be-
cause it is at the core of history, not its periphery. It is in “the 
very middle of it,” because it reveals “men and women in process 
of being,” when the process of being is what it means to be hu-
man.31 

 Taking my cue from Barman’s reference to modern cul-
ture and from Waite’s reference to Martin Heidegger’s idea about 
life as a process of being, I want to argue that modern culture is 
antithetical to any meaningful, authentic process of being, and I 
want to argue that this contradiction is the source of biography’s 
appeal and popularity. 

Modern culture is a culture of speed. It is a commitment 
to the present over the past, innovation over tradition, accelera-
tion over reflection, and movement over rest. Harold Innis under-
stood this aspect of modern culture. And he worried about it. In 
particular, he worried about the ability of new means of commu-
nication to overcome time. The effect, he feared, was what he 
called “the disappearance of an interest in time” and the con-
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comitant obsession with the here and now, the useful, and the 
practical. “Obsession with present-mindedness,” he wrote, 
“precludes speculation in terms of duration and time.”32 Specula-
tion in terms of duration and time, Innis believed, was crucial to 
the survival of civilization. 

Writing some fifty years after Innis, the American writer 
Sven Birkerts effectively – if not deliberately – picks up where 
Innis left off. Birkerts argues that our culture of speed has 
“destroyed” duration. “Duration,” Birkerts writes, “is deep time, 
time experienced without awareness of time passing.” But dura-
tion is not possible in a world of simultaneities, in a world in 
which we do “five things at once or pay the price.” Simply put, 
either we multi-task or we fall behind. Faced with that choice, we 
choose to multi-task. But as Birkerts reminds us, that choice 
“distances the self from the primary things that give meaning and 
purpose to life,” where meaning and purpose are understood as a 
contemplation of depth, of the Judeo-Christian premise of unfa-
thomable mystery.33 Shallow and transient, modern culture lacks 
authenticity; it lacks weight. What Peter Waite calls the “process 
of being,” becomes what Milan Kundera calls “the unbearable 
lightness of being.” A world that is unable and unwilling to slow 
down dissolves our sense of self. All that is solid, including the 
self, melts into air. 

It is this fact, life’s unbearable lightness and our dissolv-
ing selves, that explains biography’s popularity. Lacking a sense 
of who we are, of where we have come from and where we are 
going, we turn to biography as compensation. Our “days pass 
behind desks, behind counters, behind tinted glass, in front of 
terminals, waiting in lines, sitting in cars. In this kind of environ-
ment,” Birkerts argues, “it is harder and harder for any of us to 
hold a vivid and compelling idea of ‘my life.’” And that is why 
we turn to biography. “Biographical narration itself is premised 
upon coherence and meaning.”34 It is premised on the assumption 
that a self existed and that it can be known. We read biographies 
because they promise us a beginning, a middle, and an end; they 
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present us with a life imbued with purpose and meaning and 
weight; in effect, they give us what we lack in our own lives – a 
sense of destiny, a feeling of coherence, the promise of a self.35 

 It was a similar anxiety that drew Creighton to biography 
as a mode of historical narration. Biography allowed him to put 
the individual back into history, to say that the individual mat-
ters. Communism, fascism and World War II created a sense of 
powerlessness in individuals confronting mass movements. It 
was the historian’s task, Creighton believed, to offer a counter-
weight, to, in effect, empower the individual in history. 
“History,” he wrote in 1945, “is not made by inanimate forces 
and human automatons; it is made by living men and women, 
impelled by an endless variety of ideas and emotions, which can 
be best understood by that insight into character, that imaginative 
understanding of people, which is one of the great attributes of 
literary art.”36 From here it was a short step to his magisterial 
two-volume biography of Sir John A. Macdonald. 
 Creighton was right. We are not automatons sitting in 
front of computers clicking our mouses in response to electronic 
stimuli. We are human beings: imperfect, yes; flawed, absolutely; 
broken, in some cases; but also wonderful and complicated and 
beautiful and contradictory and endlessly fascinating. Forcing us 
to slow down and asking us to consider a life from beginning to 
end, biography reminds us that we are individuals endowed with 
the capacity to make choices and that, as much as modern culture 
may tell us otherwise, we are not so many Pavlovian dogs.  
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