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FOUNDING FATHERS (IN A TAILINGS POND)

MELANIE DENNIS UNRAU

This sgculative essay uses an imagi-
nary (and non-gistent) comic to call
a tar-sands indusyr founder who
may hawe thought of himself as a
goose back to Fort McMurray toese
how waterfavl fare in tailings pnds.

It treats SC. Ells (pudu-pgup), an ear-
ly-yyth-centuy Canadian Depart-
ment of Mines engiee who was also
an amateur writer and illustratpas

a colonial founder not only of the
tar-sands indusyr but also of liter-
ary and visual epesentations of the
industly and the Athabascaegion.
Drawing inspiration fom artist and
former tar-sands wrker Kate Beat-

Cet essai spidlatif utilise une bande dessi-
nZ imaginaie @t non &istente) pur rap-
peller ~ Fort McMurray un fondateur de 10in-
dustrie des sables bitumineux, qui se consi-
dZrait put-stre comme une Qqigour \oir
comment la sauvaginees@ort dans les bas-
sins de rZsidus. Elle traite CS. Ells
(butiti-psap), un ingZnieur du ministea-
nadien des Mines du dZbut duexicleg

qui Ztait aussi un cfivain amateur et un
illustrateur dOun fondateur colonial non
seulement de |Qindustrie des sables bitumi-
neux, mais aussi degprZsentations littZ-
raires et visuelles de IQindustrie et de la rZ-
gion de I&habasca. SOinspirant des bandes
dessin&s, CFounding FathersE, de |Qartiste et

onOs OFounding FathersO comics, itancienne travailleuse des sables bitumineux,

compaes the linkagesétmeen hu-
mans and waterfal in EllsOs avks
and in BeatonOs yypiiebromic
ODuck®. By doing sit takes Ells on
a time-trawlling adentue and
homeoming tour in the ptromalern
dystopia that hasdsome his legacy

Kate Beaton, elle compgdes rapprts ente

les humains et la sauvagine crZZs dans les
Tuvr es dOElIs et dans la bande dessinZ
ligne C Ducks E de Beaton (yybii). Ce fai-
sant, elle accompagne Ells dans urenav
ture dans le temps et une touendans la
dystopie pZe-malerne qui est denue son
hZritage



FOUNDING FATHERS

INTRODUCTION

\ -
ing Fathers (in a dilings Pond)O is a comic that |
sl existedNa ersion of comic artist and former tar-
ands vorker Kate BeatonOs Founding Fathemsbgomic

series that vould poke fun at one of the Ofounding fathers® of the
Canadian tar-sands industr In the absence of such a comic, this
speculative essay @ates an anaclonistic encounter inspied by
BeatonOsepresentations of 8. Founding Fathers in fjzentury
shopping malls and amusement parks. It call€ Ells (p+o+-pdep)Na
Canadian Department of Mines engiaeand an amateur writer and
illustrator who liked to be referred to as Othe father of the tar sandsO
(McCak; OOFatherOO)Nback to visit Fort McMurray and the Athabas-
ca region. Comparing epresentations of waterfal in EllsOs wrks
and in BeatonOs yyplebcomic ODucks@nd suggesting that Ells
may hawe thought of himself as a guse), it imagines taking Ells on a
time-travelling, homesoming tour to se how waterfowl fare in a tar-
sands tailings pnd. This essay #ats Ells as a colonial founder not
only of the tar-sands industr but also of literay and visual epre-
sentations of the indusiy and the regionNa poud and deply flawed
Ofathdd visionay, and natue-lover who failed to conceie of the de-
struction and harm that wuld become his legacy

LOOPING BACK ON FOUNDING FATHERS

OFounding Fathers (Stuck in an Amusement Park)O imagine
famous American historical figues in ubiquitous yp-centu-
ry settings. In the first panel of one tarpanel comic drawn in Beat-
onOsaugh, cartonish style and titlel Olnfinityd a man in ~centu-
ry garb pints to a oller coaster and xpresses to another his hep
that the ©hain of carriagesO will bring them Ohdbiépesumably
back to their avn time and placeges Figue p). In the seond panel,
the second founding fatherwho has sen the trajectory of the roller
coasterdashes the otherOs tesp saying, in one ssech ballon, Olt is

K ate BeatonOs comics series OFounding Fathers (in a Mall)O and
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merely a circle of violencé and, in a s®end ballmn, Oand thengu
retchO

OlnfinityO canebread as meta-commentaon what Daniel Marone
calls BeatonOs anaohistic practice of Oa histpithat is constantly
folding over on itselfO (pgu): the Founding Fathers comicefisgly
infinite loops of jokes and juxtapsitions represent the Fathers as
variously appallel and enthrallel by the dystopian, late-capitalist
ends to which their principles and visions havbeen appliel. At an-
other level, the minutes-long oller coaster lop seres as an allego-
ry for the violent project of homemaking on sonmne els®s landNa
Oslw disturbanc® that links its founders to ongoing dispsession,
genccide and harm though what achitecture and melia scholar
Rafico Ruiz descrits as infrastructuraléains of settler colonial ma-
teriality and accountabilityO (@). Theipt in the roller coaster lop
where Ogu retchO is a tengual marker whee past pomises, as s
from the back l@p, are emptial out and evealal as having leen part
of the @ircle of violenc® all along.

BeatonOsHer-coaster scene anticipates urbaroggapher Stephanie
WakefieldOs application adsilience eology theory to the geological
era nav known as the Anthopocene in Anthropocene Back lop



Like other natural-cultural systems, the Antbpocene is subjet to
patterns of gowth, stability, fragmentation, dissolution, and adapta-
tion that can k& imaginel as a figue eight, with opprtunities for ex-
perimentation, esistanceand change arising esgpially in the back
loop, where the logics and structus of the entie system ag in ques-
tion. Wakefield considers the y{century era of megapojects such
as dams and tar-sands mines aemplifying the front-loop sense of
Oking a part of an oder that was going somehere betterO (yu)Nlike
a roller coaster chugging upard on its tracks. The back fp, in
contrast, is Qur present, the moment of the naming of the Antbw
pocene &s a failue), in which the past (font loop) has not disap-
peared, like points trailing behind on a line but is erupting in unpe-
dictable ways in the pesentO (iiy). What isweale in the eruptions
of climate changgprecarity, fragmentation, and confusion is that the
modernist-colonialist-capitalist system has alwaysdn a Gircle of
violenceO

Now a celebratd professional artist knwn for her Hark! A \agrant
comics, Beaton finistet her undergraduate dege in history at
Mount Allison University and then, to pay off her student loans,
joined the droves of workers from the Maritimes in Fort McMurray
during the oil boom between yyyu and yyy+. It was while she was
working in Fort McMurray and drawing at night that Beaton first
began publishing her absdrhistorical, feminist comics online (Shi-
mo). Beaton has publisldegwo scolling webcomics albut living and
working at a tar-sands mineNONight ShiftO and ODucksONbaet ther
are no Founding Fathers comicsailt the tar sands. Folleing Patri-
cia YaegerQOs invitation toeat energy soures as mdes of material
and cultural poduction, havever, we might descrile BeatonOsarks
as petro-media and cultural forms that canétracel to the tar sands
in their place time, and male of production Even those not g&plic-
ity OabutO the tar sands). For thisperimental essay-as-imagide
comic, | adopt BeatonQOsller coaster as theretical framavork and
as anachonistic methal for reading (epresentations of waterfowl

in the tar sands. Like Beaton, | appzach Ofounding fathersO with
skepticism and iony, rooted in Indigenous and deolonial critique of
what MZtis scholar and get Emma LaReque calls the@®lonial sub-
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terfuge kehind the fantastic hes-ification of the White manO (iiu),
and also in feminist and wmanist critique of the dubious notion that
the violent, dominant, and op@ssie patriacchal father figue is nec-
essay for the development of human individuals, families, or insti-
tutionsy

FATHER GOOSE

stublorn, hands-on inneator who was sent in pdpu by the

anadian Department of Mines to iestigate the tar-sands de-
posits in Treaty Eight territoty, on the homelands of e,
Chipewyan Dene and MZtis poples near the HudsonOs Bay Compa-
ny fur-trading post of Fort McMurray Ells would continue to work
primarily on the Athabasca tar sands until histirement in pdad,
surveying and mining the undergound depsits, paving g&perimen-
tal roads with asphalt made ém bituminous sand, and deloping
early methals for bitumen separation. The poéup photograph of Ells
in Figure y shavs Ells semingly in the middle of vork, holding a
pail, with the Abasand Oil Rint behind him and the step shoe of
the Horse Rier beside him. After former Abasandvener Max Ball
first called Ells Othe father of the Adista bituminous sand@seach
and developmentO in poayoted in Ells, Resollectionspyp), Ells en-
couragel his own reputation as Othe father of the tar sandse, for
example McCwk; OOFatherOO0). The \Bidtmke Ells fonds at Li-
brary and Archives Canadaaveal that Ells spnt much of his cager
and his etirement defending andeasserting this eputationNin me-
dia interviews, letters, and multiple grsions of and addendums to his
memoirNagainst those of dtter-knovn and tetter-liked founders
like Karl A. Clark and Robrt Fitzsimmons. | pictug Ells waiting le-
yond the graw, eager to e summond up by future generations as a
hero and innovator, but our summons to yyyyNtooode red for hu-
manityO (O8etary-GeneralO), to an Athabascagion treated as a
sacrifice zone for ®raction, and to the back lop of the tar-sands
roller coasterNis a summons to a moment etkoning and of asking
where the founding fathers k& us astray

Sney Clarke Ells was a white mining»gert and civil serant,
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Figure 2: Sydney Ells at tar sand plant , Waterways, Alberta, 1931. Photo by H.S.

Spence.
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While Ells seldom eceives the cedit he deseves for founding the
tar-sands industy, it is even moe rare for Ells to ke acknavledged as
a precursor and grhaps founder of colonial litergrand visual epre-
sentations of the tar sandsElls was an author of old-fashiomeam-
ateur poetry, short stories, histories, andgmcil-drawn illustrations
about life in the Athabascaegion, first ceated as Christmas cals
for friends and family or as contributions to th€anadian Gegraphi-
cal Journabr the Canadian Mining Journahnd later colleted in the
book Northland Tails, publishel in p6U+ and in anxpandel edition
in poau. EllsOs amateur writing was part of trapplar-poetry tradi-
tion that flourished in the early yy century (Chasa}. Judging fom
the yu reviews of Northland Tails published primarily in newspagers
and gelogical and mining riodicals includel in the Sidng Clarke
Ells fonds, EllsO®tk was well received by a wide range ofeaders.
Ells is seldom ememtlered today as an artist or writer in Fort Mc-
Murray,” not to mention in Canada, but he made significant contribu-
tions to the cultural and aesthetic pject of laying claim to land that
was aleady a@cupial as the sentient homeland of Indigenous®
plesNmaking it sem available for traction as a leautiful but emp-
ty hinterland®

Reading EllsOs memoReolletions of the Delopment of the
Athabasca Oil Sandsnd his technical reports with a view to how
they contributed to a colonial visualization of the tar sands that
emphasizes OindustriousnessOi(§iologists Debra Davidson and
Mike Gismondi conclude that Ells Oliterallyak the measue of the
place concentrating his gelogistOsye on \erticality and not on sur-
facesO (0g). Liteyascholar Jon Gaion likewise reads only EllsOs
Reollections focusing on two poems by Ells use as the epigraph
and epilogue Gordon agees with Davidson and Gismondi but adds
that a represse tension ketween Omdernity and wildernessO pr
pelled EllsOs ark and poetics (Gu), because Ells also ied the land
he sought to conquer (Ug). GionOs obseations kear out in the
rest of EllsOs eative ceuvre, where the tension letween madernity
and wilderness is a @valent and unesohed @nergy unconsciousO
(Yaeger Uyu)Northland Tails vacillates etween exultation in the
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seemingly untouchel nature of Othe northland@g sen through the
colonial myth of terra nulliug and celebration of the ruggkindi-
vidualism of white enginers, pospectors, and &plorers determine
to industrialize and mdernize the North. The collgtion awids the
clash etween EllsOs contradictproles as loer and colonizer of the
Athabasca egion. It des this, in part, though the use of migrato-
ry geeseNwho trael between north and south like Ells did étween
Fort McMurray and OttawaNas a subtle metaphor for Ells. Thege
metaphor indigenizes Ells while also offering a distadcésualiza-
tion of the tar sands that separates himofin respnsibility for the
harms done by the indusgrhe was so mud to hae foundel.

Perhaps the most obviouskample of EllsOs affinity with gse is OMy
SymphonyO an illustraté ballad in rhyming gntameter and trime-
ter first published in the Canadian Gegraphical Journah p6i6 and
included in the podudu dition of Northland Tails (see Figue 0). In it,

the Athabascaegion awakens with the arrival of the gese in spring,
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an annual @ent that often coincide with EllsOswn arrival from Ot-
tawa. The mem is peceded by a full-page drawing of a northern
sunrise scene with Canada gege in fight in both foreground and
backgiound, a landscap with a station at its base for the wieer to
stand and watch the gese fy over. Or, the viaver might raise their
arms, imagining conducting the symphony or takingight themself.
A second image abve the ppem shavs two geese lifting off from a
body of water. The lines of the pem also sem to take fight, espe-
cially in the repetitive, emphatic, italicizd lines that close each stan-
za and align the petOs ae or song with the honking of the gese
This visual-literay text positions the sgaker and Ells himself, as
both a natural esident of the North who pefers the calls of gese
over the symphonies of the city and a ndernizing heo who brings
change to theegion.

Despite the attention to detail andealism in EllsOs drawings ofeges
the words of the pem reveal an inattention to the gese that sug-
gest that OMy SymphonyO is raamut Ells than the waterfoul.
The descriptie language of the gem is fccusal on telling rather
than shawing, highlighting the contrast and visibility of the gese
but, aside fom the unimaginatie description of Canada gse as
Ograg not actually describing their apprances. Gase arriving fom
the south ae descriled using adjetives that highlight characteristics
Ells admied and emulatd: clear cutstark unerring unafraid, tireless
and stout-heartd. In contrast, the territoy that the geese awaken in
the seond stanza isepresente asterra nullius as Otrackle§silent,
and Onamele€sjnto which the spaker sems to hear the gese call
Qwake AwakeD The gese who arrive as Ogray-wingk marshalle
hosts) calling out with Ostrident clamour of triumphanty€ ecall
not only the World War | veteranOswn military-style discipline and
work ethic but also colonial ocupation, so that the sounds the esgk-
er hears in the thid stanza as Owildde harmonyO also ses as the
war cry of an accupying force (Gg). The thit stanza contrasts the
Omutd musicO of other northern animals andibgs against the stri-
dency and noise of the gese seemingly justifying EllsOsvan aggres-
sive behaviour and colonial motivationsag expressel elsevhere in



his celebrations of men who Opush theritier backO and OwhonOt
take ONO!ONprthlandaii; Gy]).

Geese ae treatal as literay devices in the mem, emptiel of goose-
being and imbud with human imagey and motivations. A a mi-
grant whose indigeneity and édonging in the Athabascaegion ae
never questioné, and as a loud and brastelng whose arrival and
departure signify seasonal changéhe gase seves as a congnient
metaphor for Ells to assert hisdbonging at the same time as hisle
as an agent of changén this sensgElls represents himself as one of
the geese flying and honking along with the natural rhythms of the
wilderness while also asserting the right to rdernize and change
the region. The arrival of the gese also saes as pathetic fallagy
suggesting that all the auty and the noise & a celebration of Ells
and his arrival, so that the honk-like calls at the end of the first stan-
zaNOThgcome! thg come! thg come!Ramount to the land itself &-
claiming youGr hee!to celebrate the arrival of the mining engimee
Calling the sounds of gese a symphony is antiepomorphism and
an act of compsition akin to the human-cengd framing of the visu-
al images. Like EllsOs memoir titiReollections of the Delopment
of the Athabasca Oil Sand3My SymphonyO situates individuatge
within a bigger pictue and a grander narratig; while also highlight-
ing one ceptional human-gose as the comgser or conductor of it
all. It suggests thateerything that happens as part of the symphony
(or the long trajectory of the industly) was knavn and plann& from
the beginning by the conductorof the Ofather of the tar sandsO).

OMy SymphonyO constitutes a founding visualization and Olterar
land claimO for the tar-sands indugifFee). The framing of the visual
imagery and the mpem claim the symphony asding by, for, and
about Ells moe than the gese Ells uses this sense oélonging and
entitlement to make the symphonythe geese and the landming
ignoring the prior claims of Indigenous goples and instead claim-
ing the land for himself and the Canadian state as axtractive
zoneNthat is,as a mine Using a strategy of erticality that differs
from but is related to the one that Davidson and Gismondi obser
in his geological reports, Ells adopts the grspective of a gmsedsyge
view, or what Donna Haraway has famously caflea Ogg-trick of
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seeing everything from nowhereQ a petendel objectivity that denies
Othe particularity and endaliment of all visionO (p+6). This strategy
is a form of subterfuge that allws Ells to prtray himself as a hey
and founding father while awiding engaging in god land relations
with the Indigenous goples, non-Indigenous settlers, tragrs, and
traders, and other sentientdings (including waterfal) who already
called the Athabascaegion home when he arried in poptr It also
allows Ells to awid taking respnsibility for the harms that would
be done by the tar-sands industrand the further colonization of the
region.

Another example of EllsOs &smnsible use of a gusesyge view
is his illustration for a World War Il-era article he authaed for the
Canadian Gegraphical Journatitied OReseeln Touches the North:
Commecial Potentialities of AllertaOs Bituminous SandsNto ée
Allied Oil Needs for Times of Peace and atO §e2 Figue 0). The
viewer of this image might e a gmse fying low over a futuristic
imagination of a large-scale tar-sands plantiied on the same site
along the Horse Rier that is sen in the backgound of Figue y.
Nowhere in EllsOs article is this image signdlles an imaginay fu-
ture for the tar sands; the lack of a caption for only this illustration
makes it sem either that such a plant adrady «isted in p60y or that
its future existence was ineitableNyet this is a deam imagean ide-
alized future and an empty infrastructural mmise It adopts what
literary scholar Jennifer \WWnzel calls agsouce aesthetic of impve-
ment, one that vould ultimately be replaca& with a resouce aesthet-
ic that treats &erything that had keen improved and pesered as
@verburden after allO (n.pAlthough EllsOs vision and visualizations
for a tar-sands industy to come did infuence and shapits eventual
development, this imageNwith its clean lines, efficient degiy sys-
tems, and integration into the suaunding eosystem, as @l as its
now-preposteious assumption that crude oil couldebextracted from
bituminous sand in a pcess so clean that its only by-pduct would
be Owaste sandgh¢ mayle a fav wisps of smoke)Neveals EllsOs in-
comprehension of the scalavaste and disegad for nature of a piof-
it-driven tar-sands indusyrto come
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Fig. 4: SC. Ells® drawing o f a futur e Abasand plant in OResearch Touches the Nor th.O
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When callel up alongside the all-to-familiar imagey of tailings
ponds and opn-pit tar-sands mines in the Athabascagion taday,
this image demonstrates RuizOs argument that settler-coloial r
source frontiers ale made though processes of infrastructural no-
ation as Osle disturbanced Although each link in the chain of such
a disturbance may make only inemental changes, theesult, un-
der late racial-industrial capitalism, is the condition of what cultur-
al scholar Michael uscello calls Oinfrastructural brutalistnthough
which OthedditicalO infrastructue that sustains life in industrialize
sccieties also generates ompolitical assemblages, death-dealing
dispossession, and structural opgssionsO (0-g). Despite EllsOs claims
to have startel or foreseen the trajectory of the @evelopment of the
Athabasca oil sand3, it is the wracious and indiscriminate agite

of capital, and not the visions of a handful of inmative OfathersO
that drives the trajetory of the oil sands industy. The disparity ke-
tween EllsOs vision of a fuitar-sands indusir and the actual con-
ditions in the region taday reveals some of the mblems inheent

in the hero-ification of founding fathers. A back-lop perspective on
the tar sands suggests not only that the visionaries and founders of
the industly should ke held espnsible for their actions instead of
being celebratd but also that vilifying them as if thg foresaw the
destruction that would be wrought in their names des little to resist
and beak ongoing practices of colonizatiorkteaction, and harm.

obucksO

creatal images of waterfal in the tar sands that emphasize

flight and his avn presumel-to-be-glorious legacySince puyy
ducks kecame mied and diowned in a tailings pond at Syncrud®s
Aurora mine near Fort McMurray on April y+, yyy+, wateribhave
played a significant ple in yptcentury public opinion and debate
over the tar sands. In hisdiok The Patchjournalist Chris Turner ar-
gues that the Syncrude duckepresent a collision btween High-
Modern industrial utopianism and Anthwpocene dystopia. He cri-
tiques the metonymy of a ndia respnse that might e descriled as

I n the early yy» century and the Anthiopocene font loop, Ells



a back-l@p inversion of the hyrbolic imagey and symimlism of
EllsOs symphony: O[tlhedsrand the tailings pnd became a poxy
for a wider polluted world in conflict, and in short oder the whole
industry became the embdiment of climate change itself, thegster
child for the whole sinful age of fossil fuels, the face of an invisible
global catastophed (xiii). Today, no one wants to b the father of the
tar sands. With the symphony of the ént loop crash-landing in the
muck and mie of the back lop, the oil lobby wants espnsibility to
run like water off a duckOs backg(it dees all ta often in relation to
contamination and accidents afféng nearby Indigenous communi-
ties), but, in the case of the ducks, it sticks like tailingsf sludge
Obsewing a related phenomenon in the Unite States follaving the
BP oil spill, literaly scholar Ruth Salvaggio considers an iconic dile
Pelican as a OPelican An@ed ersion of Walter BenjaminOs Angel of
History, watching the weckage of gtromodern progress piling up
before its eyes (U+0). Though the Otraditional linkage of ks and
human imaginationO (Salvaggio Udidading waterfavl in the tar
sands &poses an unfolding catasiphe that is also a crisis of imagi-
nation; through the impulse to saan oilal bird, the image sticks. It
compels us to espnd.

Kate BeatonOs ODucks§ponds to the Syncrude ducks incident in
the form of an autobiographical, seliing, sketch-style vebcomic
about living and working on a tar-sands mining siteMade in yypQ,
the comic is basg on the two years Beaton sgnt in Fort McMurray
and is set in spring yyy+BeatonOs long-await&ook-length graphic
memoir on the same themeéducks: Wo Years in the Oil Sangdss
forthcoming with Drawn & Quarterly in yyyy. The unnanteprotag-
onist of ODucksO is ayng, white woman from Cape Breton who
works in an office in the vork camp whee she also lies. She iseg-
gie deprived, homesick, lonelyworried alout the air quality, rashy
from the water and sheving signs of having leen harasse by the
men in the camp? Yet, she also fels solidarity and a sense of com-
munity with the other workers, who ae all living and working in the
fraught place eferred to as Othe oil sandsO (ParefiNa place whes
bitumen, workers, esidents, and stolen land arolled into one re-
source to ke exploited. Indigenous pople ake either absent fom or
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unmarked in the comic, although their ppximity and vulnerability
are signalle through references to verkers catching and eleasing
deformed and inalible fish, thiough the ducks, andgrhaps though

a scene wher the piotagonist tries to help a seworker som@ne
snuck into the work camp who is having a mental health crisis in the
bathroom!P The pmotagonist visualizes and inhabits the Athabasca
region as an gtractive zone; she sms only vaguely to understand
it as an Indigenous homeland. In contrast to EllsOkshed images
and his affinity for aerial erspectives, BeatonOs comic is messy and
groundead. The images & scalé to the perspective of a worker in a
camp base on BeatonOspgerience and on what a arker can se
from inside a mine siteWork camp life lends itself neither to grand
narratives nor to aestheticizkor politicized landscaps; instead, the
framed and unframel panels that saill one at a time form a litany of
images of vorkers that push back at theirapresentation as erpetra-
tors of violence and eocide by shaving how they are also &ploited
and harmel.

BeatonOs comi@gins with the potagonist hearing the nes alout

the Syncrude ducks ém a cavorker, then looking up a nevs stoty

on her computer On the way to a safety nmeting, she ses ducks
flying overhead, then puts on her hdhat to black them from view,

choosing not to face thesedalies freshly weighted with significance
as symiols of human violencgecocide and boken relationships
with the land &ee Figue ).

As the death count climbs &m Gyy to Gyy andeentually over pyyy
ducks in the course of the fiz-part comic, Beaton accumulates com-
parisons fetween ducks and oil wrkers (including sg workers) as
expendable andxploited in the tar sands. At the safety ne¢éing, oth-
er workers joke and giggle trough the announcementsdh about
the new air cannons and scacrows the company is installing to fo-
tect waterfownl and alout the tragic death of Gerald Snep, a crane
operator who had a heart attack and tew himself out of the crane
to awid falling on the contols and injuring others. One wrker,
Chris, scolds the others, sayingd®far as IOm concemh¢he manOs
a heoO contrasting GeraldOs kesi§ ehaviour with the stublorn in-
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Figure 5: Three panels from Part One of ODuclsO ly Kate Beaton.
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dividualism of famous tar-sands hees such as Clark and Ells (Part
One). The verkers, meanwhile survive and infict the indignities,
toxicities, and dangers of ark-camp life while installing cannons
and building scagcrows, sacrificial figues who ae dressél in the
same clothing as the wrkers themseles. For gample in Figure U,
George desses up a scecrow and suggests, inapppriately, that
the protagonist might e attractel to it; the scaecrow in the second
panel stops foward like the potagonist and stands in for her

When Chris criticizes the half-hearteefforts of the company to -
tect ducks, saying Osonmy high up thinks ducks ae pretty fuck-
ing stupidO (Part One), he implicitly critiques similar half-meassur
to protect workers, while also commenting on the dangers and pit-
falls of being Ohigh upNeferring both to the corprate hierachy
and the tm-distant perspectives of those outside the ark camp who
have so much to say aut it. When Greenpeace activists bick a
Syncrude tailings pip, a worker calls out a gd trick when he asks,
OWho puts their life on the line to unclog that @O and continues,
Ol tell pu it sure as fuck isnOt thedzident of ShellO (Part Ee).

ODucksO ends with an epilogue in which thetpgonist is having
drinks with a friend, som&here far from Fort McMurray When
askeal by her martini-drinking companion if she fels Obad alut
working in a place like thaf) the potagonist stammers and pauses
for one wordless frame bfore respnding, Ol fel a lot of thingsO Her
pause ceates a eflexive moment to consider all theris to feel bad
about in the tar sands, and he far from simple it is to assign guilt
or blame to the gople who work there. The final, lorderless panel
depicts a sludge-a@red duck drawn flom the nevs coverage of the
yyy+ incident $ee Figue @), linking all of the incidents of human en-
dangerment, violenceabuse and kindness in the mceding frames
with the duck, and suggesting an enanmental mlitics that is in
solidarity with workers and that efuses gd- and gmse-tricks.
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Figure 6: Two panels from Part Four of ODuclsO ly Kate Beaton.
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CONCLUSION

trialization as impovement on land that he erceived, wrongly,

as pristine and practically emptyOperating under the illusion
that modernity and wilderness could blend harmoniously in the
Athabascaegion, he laid the gpundwork for an extractive industry
that would treat the land, its inhabitants, and avkers alike as wer-
burden. Despite EllsOs use oége and a gos€sye view to legit-
imize his pesence and claims on the land, watesflan the tar sands
hawe always &ceeded and resistal the limits of representation, and
they have taken on n& meaning in the back lop. As a disillusioné
material and cultural vorker in the Canadian ptro-state Beaton us-
es images of ducks to call out the founding fathers and higher-ups of
the tar-sands industy for setting us and keping us on aoller coast-
er of violence and abion. This journal-article-as-imagingrcomic
picks up whee Beaton left off, giving Ells the Founding Fathers
treatment. B catch up with Ells at the site of a ypcentury tailings

pond is to reframe OMy SymphonyO as teealing view of the Syn-

I n the front loop of the tar sands, Ells spun out visions of indus-



FOUNDING FATHERS

crude duck as tar-sands Angel of Histgrewriting EllsOs legacy as a
brutal accumulation of weckage damageand harm. With industy
and political rhetoric still amounting to puffey and mansplaining in
the face of the urgent pjects of decarbonization and deolonization,
OFounding Fathers in ailings PondO suggests it is tinte borrow
another phrase fom Beaton, tdStep Aide Popsin the face of oild
birds, unemplged workers, threatenel Indigenous poples and ter-
ritories, brutal infrastructue, and a climate emergencyplease take
this article as a call for a just energy transition such as thee@r
New Deal, one that leags no one bhind and that follavs the lead of
Indigenous land and water jptectors, workers calling for geen jobs,
and young climate activists.
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NOTES

b. I use this phrasing to signal the affinity of this lwping methal with
poet Stephen CollisOs similar methoin the poem OReading
Wordsworth in the Tar Sand€) written (eferencing met William
Wordsworth) after Collis participatel in a Tar Sand Healing \&lk
around a tailings pnd near Fort McMurrayCollis writes,

W ordsworthNI f eel you too!
Though ther e is no mechanism

ISSUE 13-1, 2022 4 77


http://www.jstor.org/stable/41414106
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41414106
http://www.harkavagrant.com/index.php?id=375
http://www.harkavagrant.com/index.php?id=375
http://www.harkavagrant.com/images/ducks1.png
http://www.harkavagrant.com/images/ducks4.png
http://www.harkavagrant.com/images/ducks5.png

FOUNDING FATHERS

To nuance this conv ersation

Across the yearsN so | brought

Your ruined co ttages y our

Evening w alks and Grasmere
Homing her e to the Tar Sands|.] (62)

For other examples of something like the Founding Fathers
treatment in etry about the tar sands, seDavid MartinO$ar
Swanand Lindsay BidOs OThe Peter Pond Kall.

y. See, for instance hooks; Lode; Ruddick.

For exkample poetry such as Lindsay B#O8mm Time David MartinOs
Tar Swan Garth Martens(ologue for the ge of Conspiencelesly
BattlerO&ndangesd Hydrocartons and kelly ShephedOs$hiftand In-
somnia Bid, fiction such as Rudy Wie)s OThe Angel of therT
Sand®) Richat van Cam@®sSalless but Lyal to Heaen and Warren
CariouOsAB Athabasca StorO; comics and graphic wels including
BeatonOs ONight ShifNicole Burton, Hugh Goldring, and Patrick Mc-
CurdyOsThe BeastJe Sacc®s OBitumen or B@stand Cariou and
Nicholas BurnsOaAthabasca StorO; other visual tes like CariouOs
petrography Lucas Seawdfs bitumen paintings, EdvaaBurtynskyOs
Oil, Louis HelbigOBeautiful Destructignand Elizaketh LaPens@s
Thunderbid Strike and mlemical nonfiction including Ezra heantOs
Ethical Oi|l Andrew NikiforukOsThe Energy of Slag Naomi KleinOs
This Changes Ewthing, and Chris TirnerOFhe Patch

U. The Wood Buffalo Regional Librar (the public librayy in Fort Mc-
Murray) has a cop of EllsOReolletions of the Delopment of the
Athabasca Oil Sandsut no copy of Northland Tails. The libraly at
Keyano College the community college in Fort McMurraydoes not
hold either ook. | visited the Oil Sands Disagery Centre in Fort Mc-
Murray in yypg and saw noaference toNorthland Tails; | hawe since
shaied a copy of the book with employees at the museum. | did, ke
ever, find several copies oNorthland Tails in the University of Mani-
toba libraries, including a cgponce avned by Margaet Lauence

U. On the framing of northern Allerta as homeland vdinterland, se
Westman, Jolyand Goss.

U.  An unauthorized version of EllsOs mempReolletions of the Deel-
opment of the Athabasca Oil Sandss publishd by the Department
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of Mines in pouy; it waseissue by Syncrude sometime in the pogays.
EllsOs many notes anelisions to the publishd version of the memoir
are available in the SidneClarke Ells fonds at Librar and Archives
Canada.

On the compla& land and teaty relations of the Athabascaegion prior
to popl, se McCormack. My thinking on xtraction and pllution as
land relations is indebtd to Max LitoironO®ollution is Colonialism

Tailings ponds ae usel to contain toacic waste fom the extraction and
separation of bitumen fsm the Athabasca tar sands. Although the in-
dustry is required to remaliate land affeted by extraction, the pob-
lem of how to fully remediate tailings pnds has gone umsohed for
the lifespan of the industy (that is, since the Gzat Canadian Oil Sands
plant opendl in poug); despite thisafd with existing tailings ponds
big enough to fe visible flom space), oil-sands gjects predicated on
unproven remeliation strategies continue todappoved. For a litera-
ture review of scientific articles abut the remediation of fine tailings,
see Sabrimanesh.

| read this comic with my students in Ingduction to English: Reading
Culture at the Uniersity of Winnipeg in yyyy and yyyp; | am indetde
to my students, who shad their insightful readings and infienced
my own reading.

Another comic by Beaton, ONight Shiftabut working the night shift
in the tool crib in yyyu, featues the same mtagonist and depicts\ert
sexual harassment. (In ONight Skiftthe potagonist is compaed to a
fox who has leen hanging aound the mine sitg

The final report of the National Inquily into Missing and Mudered
Indigenous Wmen and Girls includes findings alot resouce etrac-
tion projects, including the follving: Olndustries that eate Giom
town® and Oman campnvisnments ae implicatel in increasel rates
of drug- and alcohol-elated offences, saial offences, domestic vi-
olence and gang violenceas well as s& industry activities in the
host communities. Theseoourrences dispoportionately impact In-
digenous vemen, girls, and ySLGEIQIA peopled (U60).
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