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C. Ted Behne and James W. Wheaton’s Tappan Adney: From Birchbark Canoes to Indigenous
Rights, sheds light on the fascinating life and important contributions of Edwin Tappan Adney, an
American-born writer, artist, naturalist, and amateur ethnologist who found inspiration along the
Wolastokw River and in the cultural knowledge of the Wolastokwey Nation. Edited by Keith Helmuth
following the authors’ deaths, the book traces Tappan Adney’s life in New Brunswick and as he
meandered across the continent. Born in Ohio in 1868, Adney was schooled in New York City, where his
widowed mother operated a boarding house. It was here that Adney and his sister Mary Ruth befriended
a young pianist named Minne Bell Sharp, a meeting that resulted in the Adney siblings being invited in
1887 to summer in Upper Woodstock, New Brunswick, where the Sharp family operated an apple orchard.

For nineteen-year-old Tappan Adney, this New Brunswick sojourn was transformative. He
abandoned his plan to attend Columbia University and stayed on in Upper Woodstock, working as a writer
and artist, inspired by the forests and waterways of his chosen province. There his life was shaped
profoundly by friendships with Wolastokwey men — particularly his lifelong friend, Peter Jo — who shared
with Adney the craft of birchbark canoe building, as well as the Walastokwey language and culture.
Adney’s time with the Sharp family also led to Adney’s marriage, in 1899, to Minnie Bell Sharp, and the
birth of a son, Glenn, in 1902. Boasting an unconventional relationship, the couple spent months at a time
apart as Adney travelled in search of employment. When Adney returned full time to New Brunswick in
1933, he became an outspoken supporter of Wolastokwey rights. The book’s inclusion of numerous
photographs and Adney’s own sketches vividly capture the influence that his chosen province would have
on his fascinating life path.

A central theme of the book, highlighted by its subtitle, were the relationships that Adney
cultivated with the Walastokwey Nation and that inspired his public support of Indigenous rights. Behne
and Wheaton explore Adney’s complex cultural positionality, noting that while he exhibited an air of
European cultural superiority, he was also genuinely enamoured of his Walastokwey companions and their
culture, and his ethnological work was not merely borne of historical curiosity, but was deeply connected
to the Indigenous peoples and cultures he met in New Brunswick and elsewhere. In the 1940s living as a
widower in Upper Woodstock and until his death in 1950, Adney advocated for Wolastokwey treaty and
resource rights in four key ways: as a supporter of Peter Paul, a Wolastokwey man from Woodstock whose
harvest of ash became a test of Treaty rights; as an advisor to the process to revise the Indian Act; in
abetting the reconstitution of the “St. John River Indians”; and his opposition to the forced relocation of
Wolastokwey communities.

Adney’s advocacy on behalf of the Wolastokwey Nation was important, especially given the state’s
disregard of Indigenous peoples’ own rights assertions. However, one does wonder if Adney’s
significance is overstated. For example, Behne and Wheaton present Adney’s advocacy as the central
factor in the federal government’s decision to abandon its 1948 plan to resettle Wolastokwey people from
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three communities to a single reserve at Kingsclear. Left unexplored by the authors is the wider regional
context in which the Kingsclear plan played out, a context which saw a larger centralization scheme in
Nova Scotia that was operationalized but then abandoned by the federal government by the end of the
1940s, largely because of staunch Mi’kmaw opposition. This wider context, not to mention the fact that
struggles for Wolastokwey rights recognition continue into the 21% century, does not discredit Adney’s
genuine commitment to the cause, but they demand some qualification of the authors’ suggestion that
Adney’s work on behalf of the Wolastokwey resulted in “the restoration of [Wolastokwey] Indigenous
rights to lands and resources” (9).

Another less obvious but striking theme of this book is how Adney’s experiences exemplified the
economic precarity, occupational pluralism, and mobility that characterized the lives of many
New Brunswickers in the 19" and early 20" centuries. Although Adney had lively exchanges with
prominent professional ethnologists, he was unable to support himself through his ethnographic work. Not
even his Indigenous canoe replicas, which were highly sought after by museums, succeeded at winning
for Adney acceptance by, or employment in, professional academic and museum circles. Thus, Adney
was compelled to support himself though a series of ventures that took him away from Upper Woodstock.
Based for months at a time in New York and Montreal, he lectured and sold sketches and columns to
American magazines. In 1897, Adney undertook a months-long excursion to the Klondike to document
the gold rush as a special correspondent to Harper’s Weekly, a popular American newsmagazine, and in
1900 he again travelled north, this time to cover the Nome goldrush for Collier’s Weekly. In 1910, during
one of his longer stints in Upper Woodstock, financial concerns led him to collaborate with his wife in a
bid to revive the Sharp apple orchard. The couple’s failure to relaunch the family business may have
inspired Adney to lie about his age to enlist in the Canadian army in 1916 (Adney was forty-eight years
old but stated his age as forty-four to meet the enlistment cut-off age of forty-five). Stationed at Kingston,
Ontario throughout the First World War, Adney’s military service drew a much-needed salary and a
pension. Adney may have had a lust for adventure, but limited economic fortunes also demanded that he
travel widely to secure paid work.

By virtue of long separations from a husband who recorded little about her, Adney’s wife, Minnie
Bell Sharp Adney, appears throughout much of the book as something of a shadowy figure. However, the
authors’ exploration of her life challenges presumptions about the lived experiences of rural
New Brunswick women in the late 19" and early 20" centuries. Behne and Wheaton characterize Minnie
Bell Sharp Adney as a “pioneering feminist” (116) who challenged the social expectation of feminine
dependency. Minnie Bell Sharp Adney financially supported herself and her son as proprietor of a music
school. She also had political aspirations, and four times, beginning in 1919, ran as a Conservative federal
candidate. While the authors unfortunately extrapolate from Minnie Bell’s extraordinary independence
and public initiative that Adney’s marriage to her “must have been a continual challenge” (120), the details
of her life complicate assumptions about experiences of women in small town New Brunswick in the 19
and early 20" centuries.

Minnie Bell Sharp Adney was also integral to efforts to revive the family apple enterprise. The
recounting of the orchard business first run by Minnie Bell’s father, Francis Peabody Sharp, and his
daughter and son-in-law’s effort to resurrect it, is a fascinating account both of the agricultural innovations
of the Sharp patriarch whose development of a new apple variety (the “New Brunswicker”) and agricultural
innovations earned him acclaim, and of the political intrigue that saw Adney and Minnie Bell’s efforts to
reestablish the orchard end in failure. Those interested in the agricultural history of New Brunswick will
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appreciate Behne and Wheaton’s account of Francis Peabody Sharp’s “discoveries and innovations” that
“significantly benefitted his region, country, and the practice of apple production worldwide (145).

Tappan Adney: From Birchbark Canoes to Indigenous Rights delivers on the themes promised in
its title, revealing Edwin Tappan Adney as a genuine ally of the Walastokwey people and stalwart
supporter of their rights. Additionally, Adney’s life story serves as a springboard to a wide range of
important issues — women’s experiences, economic precarity, agricultural innovations — that shaped the
history of rural New Brunswick. This accessible and engaging book should be of interest to many.

To comment on this review, please write to editorjnbs(@stu.ca. Si vous souhaitez réagir a cet compte
rendu, veuillez soit nous écrire a editorjnbs(@stu.ca.

Martha Walls is an Associate Professor of History at Mount Saint Vincent University in Halifax.
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