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In Reclaiming the Don, Jennifer L. Bon-
nell explores the ambiguous and over-

looked history of the Don River Valley, 
which discreetly shaped Toronto by bisect-
ing the city’s urban landscape. Covering 
over 200 years, from the resettlement of 
the river mouth by United Empire Loyal-
ists in the late eighteenth century to twen-
ty-first century plans that used the river’s 
past to promote the renaturalization of the 
same space, Reclaiming the Don is both an 
environmental history of how people con-
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ceived of and modified the river valley and 
a social history of how those ideas and their 
consequences affected city residents. What 
sets Bonnell’s work apart from the histori-
ography on urban rivers and the scholar-
ship on Toronto’s history in particular, is 
that she positions a largely ignored feature 
of the urban fabric at the centre of the city’s 
social, cultural, political, economic and en-
vironmental history. 

The history of urban rivers has tended 
to focus on large rivers, such as the Thames 
or the Mississippi, that dominated the sur-
rounding urban landscape. The Don River 
is quite a bit smaller than Canada’s other 
major urban rivers: the St. Lawrence, the 
Ottawa, the Fraser, and the Bow. In On-
tario, Ottawa and London have much 
larger rivers. In fact, the Don is not even 
the largest river in Toronto! As Bonnell 
points out, “the Don is a small urban river, 
bearing little resemblance to great rivers… 
that have been harnessed by other cities for 
urban infrastructure projects” (71). But it 
is precisely because the Don is so small that 
this book is so important. Bonnell argues 
that the ways people imagined the river 
and its future had as much influence on 
the history of the city as the actual mate-
rial changes made to the river. This focus 
on the relationship between what people 
thought was necessary in order to improve 
the natural world and the unintended con-
sequences of the efforts to make those ideas 
a reality places Reclaiming the Don within 
a wider constellation of urban environmen-
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tal history in North America. But, as Bon-
nell shows, what sets this history apart are 
the consequences of trying to make a small 
river do big things for the city.

Bonnell introduces the idea of ‘im-
agined futures’ to analyze how the Don 
shaped the urban environment. Implicit in 
this analysis is the choice to juxtapose all the 
schemes and efforts to ‘improve’ the river 
valley with the disagreeable, ambiguous and 
marginal aspects of this space. The imagined 
future of the Don as a pastoral agricultural 
landscape in the nineteenth century is con-
trasted with the realities of Ashbridge’s Bay 
as a site of malarial disease. The enthusi-
asm that led to the industrialization of the 
river and the Don Improvement Project is 
set against ecological degradation and the 
river’s frustrating inadequacy. The desire to 
retain the valley as green space or renatural-
ize the Lower Don is compromised by utili-
tarian uses and political apathy. In each case, 
the river valley fails to live up to the expecta-
tions of these imagined futures, and remains 
on the physical and psychological margins 
of the city. As with all great urban environ-
mental history scholarship, the reader is left 
grappling with the conflicting narratives of 
progress and decline. Interestingly, Bonnell 
seems to suggest that its ambiguous place 
within the city afforded it a less tragic histo-
ry than other urban rivers, while at the same 
time discouraging any real improvement. 
The tension between these two narratives 
(the numerous imagined futures for the val-
ley versus the reality of its marginal place in 
the city) is perhaps best captured when, on 
the same page, Bonnell refers to the river 
valley as both “one of Toronto’s most iconic 
landscapes” and “constructed as marginal” 
(189).

Reading Reclaiming the Don, it is clear 
that some of the ambiguity related to this 
iconic/marginal landscape stems from the 
difficulty people have had distinguishing 

the agency of the river from that of the 
valley itself. Indeed, it is not always clear 
that Bonnell maintains a clear distinction 
between the river and the valley. Using 
evidence from a diversity of documen-
tary sources, including memoirs, planning 
reports, court records, and newspapers, 
Bonnell divides her study into a variety of 
case studies on the colonial era, industri-
alization, marginalized peoples, conserva-
tion, and postwar highway construction 
to convincingly demonstrate that the river 
never had to be big to have a big impact 
on the city’s history. The valley, however, 
is very big; it cuts the city in two. During 
the nineteenth century, the river had more 
influence on the city than the valley, but at 
some point in the early twentieth century 
the valley became more important than the 
river. Similarly, a geographical distinction 
seems crucial. In the Lower Don Lands 
the river and the valley are synonymous. 
But the valley, not the river, dominates the 
landscape at Bloor Street. Bonnell states 
quite clearly in the Introduction that “The 
valley’s geography, with its steep ravine 
walls and wide plateaux, was even more 
influential [than the river on the course of 
Toronto’s history]” (xxiii). Analysis switch-
es back and forth between the river and the 
valley depending on the sources, but it is 
not methodologically obvious when and 
why a distinction between the river and 
the valley matters to Bonnell’s argument. 
One of the great strengths of the book is 
Bonnell’s ability to weave together conti-
nuity and change. Clearly, the Don River 
Valley is not the same place it was a cen-
tury or two ago. But Bonnell’s attention to 
“the area’s layered history” (180-181) ena-
bles lessons from the past to easily navigate 
into contemporary debates over the river. 
In addition to a thoughtful discussion in 
chapter seven on using the past to inform 
current efforts to renaturalize the Lower 
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Don Lands, Bonnell peppers the books 
with passages that Toronto residents will 
find eerily relevant today. Referring to the 
Don Improvement Project of the 1880s: 
“For residents of Toronto’s east end, the 
idea of the improvement conjured images 
of prosperity and revitalization for an area 
that had long been relegated to the mar-
gins of the city” (55). And: “By sloughing 
off as too costly, ambitious, or extravagant 
significant components of the original plan 
as the reality of funds and time became ap-
parent, the city created a project of half-

measures, reducing considerably its ability 
to meet expectations” (73).

In the past, the Don River Valley has 
not loomed large in the minds of Toron-
tonians. To be fair, it doesn’t particularly 
loom large in the present either. But per-
haps it should. Because as Jennifer Bonnell 
so brilliantly demonstrates, the future of 
the river depends very much on how peo-
ple imagined it in the past.

Andrew Watson
University of Saskatchewan

Mark Kuhlberg’s In the Power of Gov-
ernment is a narrative history of the 

pulp and paper industry in Ontario from 
its birth at the end of 
the nineteenth-century, 
through its peak of health 
in the early 1920s, to its 
debt-ridden decline in 
the early 1930s. The in-
dustry consumed mainly 
spruce-wood, its main 
product was newsprint, 
and it operated from the 
north shore of Geor-
gian Bay westwards past 
Thunder Bay. Readers in-
terested in environmental 
history will find useful 
material in the book, but 
those looking for insights 
into labour or social his-
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tory will not. The central theme is busi-
ness-government relations, and important 
secondary themes include the rise of mass 

circulation newspapers 
and periodicals, natural 
resources management, 
provincial state forma-
tion, and Ontario politi-
cal leadership.

The engaging prose, 
useful maps, charts, and 
photographs are enjoya-
ble, and they complement 
Kuhlberg’s analysis. The 
author’s major contribu-
tion is the ample evidence 
he provides that relations 
between the paper mak-
ing business and the pro-
vincial state were strained 
by competing visions of 


