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Summary

The film begins in the depth of
winter, 1830, in a lonely, unsettled
area of the Ottawa Valley. An Irish
family, father, mother, daughter
Maire (Moira), and son Tomds
(Thomas) O’Dwyer, are experi-
encing the harsh Canadian winter for
the first time. Although he has no
legal claim as yet, the father has
chosen the site to be a farm. Now, to
earn the money they so badly need,
he is far away, downriver working in
a lumber camp. Before leaving he
had built a rough log shanty and
felled sufficient trees to provide fire-
wood for the winter.

The lives of the mother and
children are tedious and grim. They
spend their days hacking at the trees
the father had chopped, reducing the
branches to sticks and twigs for burn-
ing. This bit of clearing is all they
can do during the winter to prepare
the land for farming. Tomds, at
seven, is able to help, but instead
often wanders off to play, dreaming
of the horse his father had promised
to bring in the spring. Maire, at 13,
resents her brother’s freedom, but
their mother is protective of his
childish innocence.

Their isolation, loneliness, and
fear of the unknown is sometimes
overwhelming. They are a people ac-
customed to hardship but also used
to the company of a large family and
many friends. Here they have no one
but themselves and nothing but their
prayers for comfort. Deeply religious,
they cling to tradition and the ritual
of prayer.

Their diet is meager and monot-
onous, consisting mainly of potatoes,
a little salt pork, and bread made
from a precious supply of flour.
Their chores are new to them, the
chopping of wood, the continuous
battle with the cold.

On February 1st, St. Bridgit’s day
in Ireland, traditionally there would
be a new cross over every door. The
family is collecting bullrushes to
weave a cross when mother is over-
come by coughing. M4ire had been
aware of her mother’s worsening
health, but when she sees blood from
her mother’s mouth she knows that
the illness is not one that will just go
away. Tenderly, Mdire and Tom4s
care for their mother; they do all
they can, but it is not enough. Mother
warns Mdire that she must be pre-
pared to care for Tomds and the
home. She dies peacefully. Follow-
ing familiar ritual, Tomds smokes
tobacco and Mdire sprinkles salt to
ward off evil. Since the frozen ground
prohibits a burial, they cover their
mother’s body with boughs to protect
it from the wolves.

Overcome by fear, insecurity, and
shock Mdire decides to flee the
shanty and with Tomds sets out to
find their father. They begin the
difficult journey through the woods,
across a lake, encountering icy slopes
and snow squalls. Finding nothing
familiar to show the way, Maire
knows she must turn back. It is, as
she says in the narration, “a miracle
that got us back to the shanty.”

Madire resumes life as her mother
had patterned it, but Tomas, forlorn
and depressed, refuses to cooperate.
He is convinced that only he, his
sister, and trees and ice exist in the
world, and that he and Maire too will
soon die. Remembering how their
mother’s tales had given them hope
and dreams, Mdire tells her brother
a story. She makes Tomads the hero



of the epic and herself heroine by
recounting their family’s trials and
concluding that their courage brings
them renown. Tomads is drawn away
from his sorrow and begins to live
the story she has told him.
Cooperatively now, the brother and
sister work together at their survival.
In time the days grow longer and
warmer, and one day shouts ring
through the forest as father returns.

Note: In the film the children refer
to their mother as “A
Mhamai” (A-Wommy) and
their father as “A Yaddy”
(A-Yaddy). These are fa-
miliar Irish terms for
parents.

Aims of the Film

® To help students appreciate the
difficulties faced by the immigrant
during the first few months after
settling in the Ottawa Valley, or in
any rural environment in the early
19th century.

® To help students understand the
difficulties faced by isolated and
separated families, and the ways in
which families coped with adversity
in the wilderness.

® To explore why people emigrate
from their homeland and endure so
many sacrifices in the process.

Discussion Questions

1. Describe the setting for the story
in First Winter. What was the
daily routine in and around the
shanty?

2. How well prepared was this family
for survival in a Canadian winter?
What would they have brought
with them from Ireland? How did
they get ready for their first
winter in the Ottawa Valley?

3. Do you think it was right for the
father to go away to work in the
lumber camp?

4. Why do you think the family
chose to live in such an isolated
area?

5. What was the role of the mother?
Was she happy in her new sux-
roundings? Why was she such a
tower of strength, even in death?
What expectations did Maire,
Tomas, and their mother have
about the future?

6. How do the activities, chores, and
attitudes of Mdire and Tomas
differ? Do the roles change with
the death of their mother? Why
did Tomis change his attitude in
the end?

7. Why did Mdire and Tomas set off
for the village? Was this wise?
What would you have done?

8. We often take for granted the
supplies and services available in
our community. What did the
first immigrants do without?

9. How do you think you would have
coped with the hardships and
isolation endured by this family?

Related Projects

1. Research the conditions that
caused the Irish to leave their

homeland in the 1830s and 1840s.

Do these reasons explain Irish
immigration today?

2. Describe what the voyage from
Ireland to the Ottawa Valley
might have been like. Besides the
Ottawa Valley, what other areas
did Irish immigrants settle?

3. What kind of life did poor people
lead in the 1830s? What promise
did the New World hold for
them? What was the attitude of
British immigrants toward the
Irish? What was the attitude, in

general, toward poor women and
children?

4. Consult a geography text to study
the topography and climate of
the Ottawa area. Analyze the in-
formation to determine how suit-
able the area would be for farm-
ing.

. The family in First Winter did
not own their land. They were
squatters, hoping to acquire the
land eventually. Some immigrants
were able to obtain land grants in
the Canadas in the 1830s. How
did they do this?

6. Find out the significance of the
feast of St. Bridgit’s day. Do the
Irish celebrate any other feast
days?

7. Research Irish music and folklore,
What does it tell us about the
people and about their past?

8. Compare and contrast a first
winter in the Ottawa Valley in the
1830s with a first winter on the
Prairies in the 1890s.

9. Prepare a follow-up story about
how Méire, Tomas and the father
carry on through the spring,
summer, fall, and “second

(o

winter.”
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Related NFB Films

The Best Damn Fiddler from
Calabogie to Kaladar
49:06 106B 0168 042

The Forest

20:50  106B 0165 108

Manouane River Lumberjacks

27:46 106B 0162 059

Strangers at the Door
28:02 106C 0177 233

NFB Slides and Filmstrips*

The Immigration Experience:

A series of six sound filmstrips.

See especially Flight from Famine.

Canada’s Visual History Series:

#4 Lumbering in the Ottawa
Valley. Terence J. Brennan

#8 British Immigration to British
North America. H.J.M. Johnston

*“These instructional materials can be
purchased from McIntyre Educational
Media Ltd., 30 Kelfield Street, Rexdale,
Ontario M9W 5A2 (call collect 416-
245-7800). They may be ordered for a
30-day evaluation period, without any
obligation to purchase.

One of the most difficult tasks
confronting the teacher of history or
social studies is that of demonstrating
the relevance of the past to the present
lives of the students. The Adven-
tures in History series has been
designed to provide, in a lively, fic-
tional form, a bridge to Canada’s past.

Although founded on sound
research, the series does not attempt
to document specific events or the
lives of famous people. Instead it con-
centrales on the effects of periods
of broad social change on the lives of
ordinary persons, especially young
people. Each half-hour drama pro-
vides the teacher with the opportunity
to encourage the class to become
imaginatively involved with charae-
ters whose lives are touched by these
social changes, and to develop the
capacity to view the subject from a
critical perspective.

The Adventures in History
series is a continuing project which,
upon completion, will touch on
virtually every aspect of Canada’s
recent past.
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Terence Brennan, member, Canadian
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