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Preface 
This is the first part in a two-part series on the proposed Picker-
ing Airport. This first article focuses on the period of the 1970s 
when much of Whitchurch-Stouffville’s development was fro-
zen by federal decree, while plans for neighbouring develop-
ments would surely threaten its future. The second article will 
bring us to the present, detailing the formation of a neighbour-
ing national park, the creation of a shiny new city below Hwy 7, 
offering unfairly cheap industrial lands, and the ongoing saga 
of a potential future airport just southeast of our Town. The 
1970s plans would have changed the character of Whitchurch-
Stouffville. Current and future plans could do the same. This is 
a familiar story to many, but it has so much significance for us 
that it should be re-visited every few years. 

It began as a clash between provincial and federal plans. To say 
that provincial planners were busy in the late 1960s and early 
1970s would be an understatement. The most comprehensive 
reform in Canada occurred in Ontario, where in 1969 county 
governments were replaced with a system of 11 larger regional 
municipalities. Planners struggled too with the development 
inequities surrounding Toronto – areas west of the City had 
seen more development, while eastern areas had been slower 
to grow. 
 
Meanwhile, the federal Ministry of Transport (now Transport 
Canada) wanted to build a new international airport for To-
ronto. Unfortunately, federal and provincial planning got un-

intentionally interwoven, producing one big, bad mess. How it 
came about is the subject of this first article. Bear with me; it’s 
a story that’s almost impossible to untangle. 

How Pickering was Selected
In May of 1971, Provincial planners announced Toronto-Cen-
tred Region Concept, a new development scheme for the east 
end of Toronto. Markham, on the northern edge of the plan-
ning area, was to become a sub-regional centre, with a popula-
tion of 20,000. Three new towns or centres together -- Cedar-
wood, Audley, and Brock – would accommodate a population 
of 100,000. The report stressed the need to keep centres of 
population close to the lakeshore to facilitate water supply and 
sewage disposal.

Simultaneously, the federal government was developing its 
plans for a second Toronto international airport, which was to 
relieve future pressure on the airport in Malton (now Pearson 
International). As planned, the new airport site would encom-
pass some 19,000 acres. It would be one of the three biggest 
in the world in land area, along with Dallas and Montreal – and 
bigger than all three of New York City’s airports combined. It 
would cost up to $920 million. 
  
Transport Canada was projecting that by the year 2000, Malton 
would have a demand of 96.4 million passengers annually. 

The Federal Airport Lands [photograph supplied by Land Over Landings]
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The projection was shoddy and unscientific: the current bum-
per rate of growth (8.9%) had simply been rolled out to the 
year 2000, providing a huge passenger demand figure. In the 
mid-1970s, 96 million represented the combined activity of all 
three New York airports, plus Chicago, Los Angeles, Atlanta, 
San Francisco, Dallas, Boston, Miami, Detroit, Kansas City, and 
Seattle. 

We know from the Greater Toronto Airports Authority’s (GTAA) 
statistics that around 44 million passengers were processed at 
Pearson in 2016, or 54% less than predicted 46 years earlier. 
In the 1970s, Malton could have been expanded in every way 
physically, but Transport Canada’s consultants had deemed it 
“not saleable”. The thinking was: to expand Malton would be 
unpopular with residents, so land would have to be purchased 
elsewhere. At what cost?  

As it happens, there had been advances in the world of avia-
tion, meaning that new land was not actually needed. No lon-
ger did parallel runways need to be separated by a mile; less 
than 1500 feet of separation was now required. Airports could 
handle more traffic within a smaller area, as a result. At the 
time, Atlanta served 27 million passengers annually on 3,800 
acres, LA served nearly 26 million passengers with 3,500 acres, 
and London Heathrow served 23 million with 2,715 acres. 
Malton, with 4,200 acres, was serving only 11.3 million passen-
gers at the time – so why not expand Malton? Or, why worry 
about it? And given these figures, why would a new airport 
require 19,000 acres?

And the plan was ever-changing: the new airport would proud-
ly possess 6 runways, then perhaps 4, perhaps 2. Then several 
airports were needed instead of one, then it was two medi-
um-sized airports, and finally, one airport again, but smaller 
than the original plan.  The ins and outs were too convoluted 
to properly describe here. Pickering was not selected as the 
airport site until January 1972. In fact, Pickering Township had 
been scratched as a location in 1968-69 when a list of 118 pos-
sibilities was narrowed to 79.  Further criteria narrowed the 

number to 56; one of the highest ranked of these was Beverly 
Township, west of Hamilton. The narrowing process continued: 
14, 12, 9, 5, and then 4.  The final four were Sutton, Port Perry, 
Guelph, and Orangeville. Guelph was the cheapest at $890 mil-
lion; Orangeville was good at $920 million but was later found 
to be subject to bad weather; Sutton washed out due to dis-
tance; and Port Perry was too expensive.  

By 1970 the government had four reports in hand: two pushing 
the expansion of Malton, two preferring Guelph. Orangeville 
was picked as a later favourite until the weather study came to 
light. The four chosen were all bad for one reason or another. 
Then came the public announcement of Ontario’s Toronto-
Centred Region Concept. The plan called for a concentration of 
growth in east Metro, so Ontario naturally wanted the airport 
site to the east.

Transport Canada responded to the constraints concerning the 
four chosen sites and the pressure from Ontario by developing 
a Revised Approach, in May of 1971. The Revised Approach of-
fered up two more sites: (1) Beverly Township, from the group 
of 56, and (2) Pickering Township. A subsequent report men-
tions that the Pickering site was confined – it would be hard 
to squeeze in four runways; and the existence of high-quality 
farms was noted.

In 1971 the Ministry of State for Urban Affairs, a newly formed 
federal branch, conducted a review of the airport studies. They 
determined that all the work done toward site selection thus 
far had been sloppy, the forecasts were wrong, and the meth-
odology was suspect. The best thing to do was to start over. 
Further, the ministry requested that expansion at Malton be 
revisited. In response, Transport Canada commissioned anoth-
er study, to refute the Urban Affairs study.

Ontario wanted a site to the east, although it conflicted with 
their plan to develop new towns along the Highway 7 corri-
dor, and would wreck a proposed agriculture and recreation 
reserve that would surround the cities. Transport Canada em-

A Country Scene in the North Pickering Project Area  [photograph supplied by Land Over Landings]



braced a multi-airport scheme to make Ontario happy. How-
ever, within days another report emerged, stating that the 
Pickering site posed airspace conflicts with Malton. These new 
findings were not presented to the Federal Cabinet Commit-
tee on Government Operations. The Committee approved the 
multi-airport scheme.

Toward the end of 1971, the feds conducted another study, 
this time of five airport sites: the three old ones – Guelph, Or-
angeville, Port Perry – and the two new ones – Beverly and 
Pickering. Certain criteria were used to judge the selections: 
Airspace Compatibility, Urban Sprawl (Guelph out on these 
two), Severe Weather (Orangeville out), Passenger conve-
nience (Port Perry out), and Social Disruption (Pickering out, 
but not crossed out – and no mention of the airspace prob-
lem). Remaining on the list were Beverly and Pickering.  

In an ensuing federal-provincial meeting, Queen’s Park held 
that they had a substantial investment in infrastructure on the 
east side of Metro, and to avoid duplication of provincial ex-
penditures, the feds would have to go it alone if a western site 
was chosen. By the end of the month, the feds had agreed to 
drop Beverly – settling for a single airport at Pickering. Inciden-
tally, studies pertaining to Pickering had not matured to the 
point of conducting an environmental analysis – so a three-day 
environmental study was conducted in January.

Airport Announcement
February 7, 1972 brought approval of the airport plan by the 
full federal Cabinet. It was a new and shiny plan, different from 
all the others that had been approved before: this one fea-
tured four runways and enough capacity to accommodate an 

anticipated 62 million passengers a year.  
  
The province and feds jointly announced the plan to the pub-
lic on March 2, 1972. The Pickering decision was a complete 
surprise. At no time during the entire ordeal was the Pickering 
site subject to debate in either the federal or provincial parlia-
ments. The governments said publicly that the choice of Pick-
ering came after an exhaustive study of 59 sites. They also re-
ferred to the success of the detailed (three-day) environmental 
study. The price tag was given as $300 million, with no mention 
of the monies already spent or the need to extend services and 
transportation infrastructure.

On March 9, 1972 the newspaper headlines read “FREEZE 
158,000 AIRPORT ACRES”. Queen’s Park had announced a 
freeze on lands lying on all four sides of the proposed inter-
national airport. In Whitchurch-Stouffville, the freeze covered 
30,000 acres, or nearly 60% of the Town, excluding the settle-
ment limits of Stouffville, Ringwood, Gormley and Ballantrae.

Three hamlets– Atha, Altona and Mongolia – were slated for 
removal, while others on the fringe, such as Brougham, Cla-
remont, Glasgow and Dickson’s Hill, were to be directly im-
pacted. This was an area with a long agricultural history. Many 
of the farms within the airport site proper were “more easily 
measured in generations, than in years”, stated the Stouffville 
Tribune newspaper. 

Around the region, residents started to react. Those in Altona 
wondered where they would move after their property was 
taken, while some in Claremont were concerned about the 
noise. One retired farmer said, “To hell with them, they’re 
not getting my property.” Another person lamented that her 
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the Pickering site is the best possible loca-
tion... based on three years of investiga-
tion and analysis...”  And so on, questions 
asked and answered by one of the propo-
nents for the airport.

Protest Begins
The feds did not waste time preparing 
to gather the requisite 19,000 acres for 
the airport. On March 2, 1972, the same 
day as the public announcement, full-
spread advertisements appeared in the 
newspaper, listing column after column 
of properties to be expropriated, said to 
be “required for Her Majesty the Queen 
in right of Canada for an airport”. Prices 
for Pickering property reportedly jumped 
from $1,500 an acre to $8,000 an acre, as 
private speculators snapped up a reported 
25,000 acres. 

On March 3rd upset residents met: the 
anti-airport People or Planes (POP) move-
ment was born. POP was determined, cre-
ative, effective, and sometimes sneaky. 
They were known for replicating the look 
of government press releases and docu-
ments, including a fake expropriation no-
tice, while inserting their own arguments 
about no need for an airport, and tips on 
how to fight expropriation. POP provided 
training sessions, supplied expropriation 
kits, sold buttons and t-shirts, and even 
produced a documentary. Too, they had a 
float in Toronto’s Santa Claus Parade, and 
made a “time capsule” containing a sam-
ple of Class 1 agricultural soil, maple syrup, 
POP Task Force Study results, letters, hon-
ey, sheep wool, and grain, amongst other 
things. The capsule was mailed to Prime 
Minister Trudeau. Later, a splinter group 
hanged effigies of those responsible for 
the airport plans, including Trudeau.  

On the same day that the Ontario supple-
ment was inserted in papers, a public 
meeting was held in Pickering; 1,000 peo-
ple were in attendance. Dr. Charles God-
frey, provisional chair of POP, opened the 
session. He focused on the lack of public 
debate, and was followed by Lorne Al-
mack, a professional engineer from Clare-
mont, who pointed to the underutilization 
of Malton. Then, Uxbridge Township Coun-

old house was completely renovated 
– “How do you replace this kind of 
house?” Pickering Reeve John Williams 
called the whole project “a shambles”, 
as the first he’d heard about it was on 
his car radio. Uxbridge Reeve Bob Nes-
bitt received an invitation to the news 
conference, but it came at 12:45pm, 
while the meeting was scheduled for 
2pm. 

Jim Anderson, a spokesman for a huge 
delegation of people protesting the 
airport decision, said at a Pickering 
Township council meeting, “It’s a na-
tional disaster... I think the people who 
made this choice are a monument to 
the stupidity of our governments.” In 
the Tribune, editorialist Jim Thomas 
wrote, “I’m torn between two loves – 
an intense desire to retain the country-
type atmosphere that Stouffville has 
always known, and an excitement of 
living in a community that could one 
day become a crossroads to the world. 
There’s no denying the fact that to 
‘bury’ productive farmlands, estate-
type homes and even whole commu-
nities, under great spaghetti strips of 
asphalt and concrete is, on the surface 
at least, an unforgiveable sin.”

The airport wasn’t the only issue. An 
8-page special supplement appeared 
in the March 23, 1972 Stouffville Re-
view newspaper – published, printed 
and paid for by the Government of 
Ontario. It outlined the land acquisi-
tion process and spoke to the plan and 
its costs. It explained how teams of 
investigators chose Pickering, citing a 
process of narrowing the choice from 
89, to 59, to 6, and after “exhaustive 
study, readily concede that their final 
choice falls short of perfection. How-
ever, Pickering came out ahead of oth-
ers in overall criteria.” Then the focus 
turned to how well the new airport site 
matched the provincial planning ob-
jectives of the Toronto-Centred Plan. 
Some may argue that the ‘bunk’ was 
piled high.

The 3rd page of the supplement of-
fered answers to often asked ques-
tions, such as: “(Question) Is there any 
chance of the authorities changing 
their minds about the Pickering site? 
(Answer) Realistically, no. Both fed-
eral and provincial governments are 
convinced that, all things considered, 

(top) Dr. Godfrey, Chair of the POP Committee 
(middle) Bill Lishman, at a political strategy meeting
(bottom) Lorne Almack, wearing his POP shirt 

[photographs supplied by Land Over Landings]



cillor Clark Muirhead argued that there were no 
studies to prove that Malton could not serve as 
Toronto’s only airport. These gentlemen, and 
many others, such as artist and inventor Bill Lish-
man, formed the backbone of the protest move-
ment.  

POP set up another committee, its origins un-
known to most, named the Metropolitan Toron-
to Airport Review Committee (MTARC). MTARC 
was responsible for taking a more sophisticated 
approach, citing and conducting studies. They 
enrolled the support of big names like Mayor 
David Crombie and the Federation of Ontario 
Naturalists.   

Stouffville was also outspoken. The Town was 
situated at the apex of the theoretical flight 
paths. The federal noise maps, which painted a 
grim picture for both Stouffville and Ballantrae, 
immediately concerned residents. The word 
‘obliteration’ was used freely. Development ac-
tivity – even building a house – across most of 
the countryside from Gormley to Vivian was fro-
zen by government decree for years to come. In-
formation was a rarity. As planning documents 
called for Whitchurch-Stouffville to remain as is, 
with little or no activity, great plans were being 
made to develop the prime agricultural areas to 
the south and east. Stouffvillians spent their time 
watching and waiting, as neighbouring villages, 
such as Altona, and generational farmsteads 
were expropriated, and some demolished.
 
Whitchurch-Stouffville Councillors spoke out 
during a meeting with federal and provincial of-
ficials, insisting that there should be compensa-
tion for people living in the frozen lands, as the 
value of those lands must surely have depreci-
ated. A meeting of the Stouffville Branch of POP 
was held in April 1972, during which notable 
land economists and engineering specialists 
made presentations on possible noise impacts 
and land evaluations. A Stouffville opinion sur-
vey conducted by Progressive Conservative can-
didate Sinclair Stevens was made public, reveal-
ing that 63% opposed the airport. 

One Saturday morning in April, jumbo jets did ar-
rive in Stouffville, although only to be heard, not 
seen. The jet sound came from the rear speak-
ers of a van moving slowly through town. People 
walking alongside the van handed out anti-air-
port circulars. At one point, traffic was held up 
for half a mile.

At a committee meeting of Whitchurch-
Stouffville Town Council, the Regional Planning 
Commissioner said that both growth and traffic 
patterns would be greatly affected by a develop-
ment of the magnitude of the proposed airport. 

(top) Margaret Godfrey and Rhoda Almack, with “Heil Trudeau, Champion Concrete Farmer” 
(bottom) Protest in Stouffville, featuring the burial of Stouffville

[photographs from Toronto Public Library Archive]

Mayor Laushway agreed, saying “I feel the airport will change our whole plan-
ning picture.” Councillor Lonegran said, “they (the government), have been very 
evasive... we have to obtain factual information, which we just don’t have at 
present.”

Through pure persistence, Uxbridge Councillor Muirhead obtained and made 
public the ‘secret report’ titled “Second Toronto Airport Site Evaluation”, from 
September 1970. Now, the public also knew that Pickering had not been one of 
the 59 sites originally considered. An aide to the Transport Minister termed the 
report “old stuff – since superseded”.  

In June 1972, a spokesman of the Federal Air Transport Committee attended the 
Whitchurch-Stouffville Planning Committee, where he reported that the first 
runway would be about 4 miles from town, positioned in an east-west direction. 
The second runway, 2 miles from town, was 10-20 years away, and might never 
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be built, he reported. The spokesman said that the town’s de-
velopment could commence again when the freeze was lifted, 
yet Mayor Laushway reminded everyone that the Toronto-Cen-
tred Plan called for Whitchurch-Stouffville to remain a limited 
growth area, airport or not.

Over the summer of ’72, both the province and feds opened of-
fices in old schools. The feds located in the Brougham School, 
open 6 days a week, and the province in the Brock School, 
open 5 days a week. Markham Council endorsed a petition call-
ing for a public hearing into the proposed airport. 1,600 people 
had signed the petition thus far. Meanwhile, the Province an-
nounced that 2,500 acres had been purchased for the North 
Pickering Community Project, to the south of the airport site, 
at an average cost of $4,000 an acre. 

The freeze was not going well for the Town. Developer Wil-
liam Corcoran told the Whitchurch-Stouffville Planning Com-
mittee that he intended to move his proposed housing project 
from Ballantrae to Gormley, “because people won’t be able to 
stand the noise... Stouffville, you’ll be obliterated (too).”  Later, 
Whitchurch-Stouffville Mayor-elect Gordon Ratcliff (as a local 
election had occurred) spoke at an airport hearing in Toronto. 
He said that the land freeze was creating serious hardship on 
property owners, as the Town could not provide any advice 
to people wishing to build. The Town had made repeated re-
quests for information, but “It’s all been very meagre.”

In November 1972, the Federal Minister of Public Works post-
ed notice of expropriation hearings. Transport Minister Jean 
Marchand reported that the 500 residences to be expropriated 
would be generously compensated. He admitted regret over 
the demolition of some historic buildings, “but if we live in a 
modern society we have to accept that”. Just before Christmas, 
Newmarket Mayor Robert Forhan warned York Region munici-
palities that they would face serious financial difficulties, as 
industry would desert local municipalities in favour of the new 
airport and accompanying Cedarwood City. He suggested that 
York annex the area before it was too late. 

In the following week there occurred two notable events. 
First, Ontario Minister of Transportation Charles MacNaughton 
made a presentation in Oshawa that detailed a concept for a 
new region (later to be named ‘Durham’), that would extend 
from east of Markham to Cobourg, including Cedarwood. In 

compensation for Markham, which would be losing its eastern 
extent, York Region would absorb East Gwillimbury and Scott 
Township. He was both greeted and sent off with hoots and 
jeers. In the second event, a $46 million budget was approved 
by the Ontario Legislature for continued land purchases to de-
velop Cedarwood. Development was planned to commence in 
1977. Thus far, the Province had acquired 3,500 acres.

Concept for a New City
The Toronto-Centred Region Concept, intended to foster 
growth east of Metro, originally involved the creation of two 
new planned cities – Cedarwood and Brock. The former would 
contain a population of 40,000-75,000 people, while the latter 
anywhere from 50,000-250,000.  

However, the proposed airport disrupted this plan, so it had to 
be modified. When the airport project was announced to the 
public in March 1972, it included the provincial intent to de-
velop a single airport community named Cedarwood, popula-
tion 200,000. The province’s proposal called for 25,200 acres of 
land to be acquired for the city, atop the federal 19,000 acres 
for the airport.  

The province though, did not wish for the first step to involve 
expropriation; rather, they would try to purchase the land 
outright, and only resort to expropriation if that plan failed. 
Queen’s Park had projected $90 million to be spent on prop-
erty, but by the fall of 1972 the Ontario Government had spent 
$41 million acquiring just 6,000 acres – almost half of the cash 
intended for the entire tract. The remaining property owners 
were holding out for higher prices.  

In 1973, the province began the expropriation process for land 
acquisition. During both the private land purchases and the ex-
propriation process, the province became known for a lack of 
consistency in land pricing – many landowners were overpaid 
and many were underpaid. Later, reports revealed that some 
of the land agents were fair, while others were ruthless and 
harassed their subjects.   

Meanwhile, Transport Canada advised that it would be anoth-
er year before the land in Whitchurch-Stouffville would be re-
leased from the Minister’s Order (the freeze). Town Councillor 

Protest signs, old and new, along Highway 7 [photograph by Julie Williams]



Jim Wong said, “The very idea that some landowners are going 
to be persecuted for another year is appalling.” “I don’t think 
the average citizen is aware of the seriousness of the situa-
tion,” added Councillor June Button. 

Things were heating up in the wrong direction for the govern-
ment. A press conference held by MP Norm Cafik at the Annan-
dale Golf Club in Pickering in June went badly, as 80 residents 
stormed the proceedings. He was trying to announce new fea-
tures that had been added to the Expropriation Act. After an 
hour of heckling and debate, the conference adjourned.

In July 1973, 6,000 acres of the original 30,000 in Whitchurch-
Stouffville were released from the freeze. Unfortunately, the 
freeze continued for Vivian, Ballantrae and elsewhere. Then, 
in August, the feds announced that landowners under expro-
priation would receive 10 percent increases on offers made 
on their properties, along with a $3,000 payment for miscel-
laneous costs and the inconvenience of relocating. In this 
month alone, three farm auctions were posted in the local pa-
per, all being in the airport or Cedarwood lands; the farmers 
– generational stewards of the land – were pulling up stakes. 
In 1974, the freeze was reduced to a remaining 9,300 acres 
in Whitchurch-Stouffville, which meant that 20,000 acres had 
been under a freeze order for two full years.

Ontario had by then achieved their land acquisition targets. 
Provincial planning documents in 1974 indicate that the new 
town was now being referred to as North Pickering. A revised 
approach was adopted by the Ministry of Housing: North Pick-
ering was to be a planned community of 75,000-90,000 people 
on 7,000 acres east of West Duffins Creek. The planning docu-
ment included a chapter on agriculture, in which it stated that 
“agriculture in the North Pickering Project area has been expe-
riencing a steady decline in recent years, largely due to urban 
pressures from Metropolitan Toronto. The urban pressures 
have increased land values to the point that it is no longer pos-
sible for bona fide farmers to purchase land and establish a 
viable agricultural operation.”

The Unravelling
The Federal Cabinet had confirmed expropriation in January of 
1973, but they had also launched a public inquiry into the mat-
ter. This became known as the Gibson Inquiry, after its chair 
Justice Hugh Gibson. More than a year later, his final report 
was circulated to other federal departments – Urban Affairs, 
Treasury, Environment, and Agriculture – which all had some-
thing negative to say in reply. The Department of the Environ-
ment said the site selection process was “very hurriedly done” 
and the work was incomplete. Urban Affairs thought that the 
initiative was contrary to government policy, which aimed to 
deter urban sprawl. Treasury felt that an expansion at Malton 
had been dismissed too soon. The Department of Agriculture 
suggested that too much farmland would be lost. All depart-
ments called for shelving the project and starting over. They 
were ignored. None of their responses would be included in 
the background document to be delivered to Cabinet with the 
Gibson Report.

The Gibson Inquiry heard from the Town’s noise expert. An-
drew Harris, a consultant with Bolt Beranek and Newman, 
testified that, “The development of a new airport at Pickering 
will have a serious adverse effect on the Town of Whitchurch-
Stouffville, and especially that part referred to as Stouffville.” 
In these regards, one of the recommendations in the final re-
port was that the government should agree to buy the prop-
erty of anyone in Stouffville or Claremont who wished to sell. 
The Tribune concluded that “Stouffville could be a ghost town 
in 10 years…” 

In reaction to the prospect of expropriations occurring in 
Stouffville, three hundred demonstrators marched to the 
Stouffville’s town square on Monday, February 10, 1973. The 
march, including women with baby buggies and toddlers, was 
the first of its kind in Town history. The marchers carried pro-
test signs, and a group of hockey players carried a coffin, sym-
bolic of the death of Stouffville. Mayor Ratcliff told the crowd 
that council would bring their message to the federal govern-

 (left) A Vacant House on Federal Lands in 2017, (right) The Pickering Site Transport Canada Office near Claremont in 2017  [photographs by Julie Williams]
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ment, “Let’s have 300 cars go to Ottawa, and let’s stop the 
airport.” Mayor Ratcliff and Councillor Button, and members 
of the Save Stouffville Committee (the local branch of MTARC/
POP), including Gord Ness, Jim Saunders and Jim Nevins, went 
to Ottawa to lobby officials with their anti-airport message. 

In February 1975 Cabinet received the Gibson Report. They did 
not cancel the airport, but they did put up a fuss, which led 
to a new plan – one of reduction: the Minimum Airport. The 
minimum airport was to consist of a single runway, 11,600 feet 
in length, at a cost of $204 million.

The Save Stouffville Committee did not receive this announce-
ment with resignation. Instead, they assembled in Latcham 
Hall to plot further action. The government had shown that 
it was vulnerable, by agreeing to scale down the airport. The 
Committee drafted a telegram to Prime Minister Trudeau de-
manding the resignation of Transport Minister Marchand for 
unfair practices during expropriations. They also planned to 
condense the content of the Gibson Report and deliver this 
handout during a door-to-door campaign.

MTARC (POP) hired William McMurtry, a successful Toronto 
Lawyer, to help push for some sort of injunction against the air-
port project. In April 1975, McMurtry made a compelling ap-
peal before Ontario Cabinet Ministers. He may very well have 
gotten the ball rolling for what followed. Protest against the 

airport was beginning to come from every direction – and the 
project began to unravel.  

Premier Davis met with the feds in May to discuss the plan. 
Davis claimed that the project had changed – it was smaller 
now – and he questioned Ontario’s role in providing expensive 
infrastructure for a minimum airport. By this time, the expro-
priation process was complete – the feds had officially taken 
over 18,600 acres. Only 35 residents remained. Evictions were 
to take place when the school year ended, although many 
long-time residents claimed that they wouldn’t leave. “I’ve got 
a gun and, if necessary, I’ll use it,” one man told a reporter. POP 
Coordinator Margaret Godfrey said that hundreds of women 
have agreed to sit in the path of the bulldozers that arrive to 
build the airport. “We intend to save this farmland – even if we 
don’t stay on it ourselves,” she added. 

During their June meeting, Stouffville Council showed anger at 
the Transport Minister for not responding to a letter written to 
him months earlier, while Pickering Councillors were angered 
over an announcement that a CP Rail line would need to be 
diverted around the airport – interfering with more private 
properties.

In early July, Ministry officials announced that construction of 
the runway would begin that month with the clearing of 1,800 
acres. One farmer, Ernie Carruthers, whose home was in the 

(left) Britton Family farm auction near Altona, (right) A gathering at the Carruthers Farm.   [photographs from Toronto Public Library Archive]



direct path of construction, refused to leave. Pickering Council 
voted to seek a court injunction to halt airport construction 
until the access roads were completed; Durham Region echoed 
the motion. All indications were that Premier Davis was begin-
ning to waiver on the airport issue.

Demolitions began in earnest in August. Sixty-two buildings 
were in the path of the first phase of construction. Report-
edly, 46 of these had been sold for removal; the remaining 16 
would be demolished. The first house to be destroyed was a 
century home on the Gostick farm. POP’s Margaret Godfrey 
reported that the remnants of the Gostick house were being 
dumped beside the Carruthers’ farm, which was still inhabited 
by the last holdout. The province asked that the demolition 
work cease until the two governments could meet to settle the 
cost sharing details regarding infrastructure. The feds issued a 
stop-work order, but not until 12 houses had been torn down. 

Ernie Carruthers received an order to vacate his property by 
September 14. That date became known as “Tribute to Ernie 
Day”, as he was the last resident to leave the 1,800-acre tract 
slated for the runway. Once the order was received, he agreed 
to leave, as he didn’t believe in breaking the law. For Ernie’s 
last day, a community festival was held at his farm, featuring 
a corn roast, hay-rides, fiddling and speeches. Another 500 
women signed their names, vowing to sit in front of the bull-
dozers, bringing the total to 1,300. 

Ernie Carruthers left, but three women remained behind in an 
act of civil disobedience: Anne Howes (Claremont), Frances 
Moore (Greenwood) and Brenda Davies (Cherrywood). Airport 
Property Manager Ed Gallagher said, “The house has to go. It’s 
right in the middle of the runway.” The trio of protestors were 
asked to leave. Power and telephone service was cut. They had 
sleeping bags, a camp stove, lanterns and a two-way radio. The 
Save Stouffville Committee members were behind the scene 
from the start, offering encouragement to the three women.

An anti-airport rally was held at the Carruthers farm the fol-
lowing week, with 350 protestors present. The women occu-
pying the farmhouse made an appearance and were cheered 
by the crowd. At the farmhouse rally, speeches were made 

by two members of parliament and Mayor Ratcliff, who de-
manded a halt to the airport. Trees were planted beside the 
rubble of demolished houses by Save Stouffville, for the next 
generation. After the rally, a group of protestors proceeded to 
the Brougham Airport Information Office, demanding that the 
airport manager come out and face them. In the absence of a 
confrontation, they made a bonfire on site, fed by glossy gov-
ernment airport pamphlets. 

Meanwhile, in Whitchurch-Stouffville, the airport freeze lands 
were again reduced; only 1,500 acres remained frozen. One 
of the last businesses remaining in Altona closed – the cider 
press. It had been a gathering place for local residents for 30 
years. Earlier, the remaining merchandise at the Altona Feed 
and Supplies store had gone on the auction block. Towards the 
end of the month, the feds announced the winner of the bid 
for construction of the runway.

Supplies of firewood, food and other goods continued to be 
delivered to the Carruthers farmhouse daily. The women had 
stockpiled enough supplies to last in case their supply line was 
cut off, although they didn’t yet know it, they would only need 
to last another nine days.  

The provincial elections that fall resulted in a minority Con-
servative government with Bill Davis as Premier, while former 
POP Chairman and leader, Dr. Charles Godfrey, running for the 
NDP, was elected in the Durham West riding. He planned to 
continue protesting the airport, but now from within provincial 
parliament. Premier Davis stated that Ontario neither wanted 
nor needed an airport in Pickering. In response, Federal Trans-
port Minister Marchand stated that it was impossible to pro-
ceed without the cooperation of the provincial government. By 
this point, the feds had spent an estimated $100 million on the 
project (reported as $200 million by some sources). On Sep-
tember 24, the new provincial government decided to oppose 
the airport.   

The next day, September 25, 1975 the federal government of-
ficially scrapped plans to fund infrastructure for the proposed 
airport. Prime Minister Trudeau accused Ontario of “callous 
political motives”. Ottawa stated that the federal lands would 
be held in case the airport project went ahead in the next few 
years, while suggesting that the province leave the land zoned 
as agricultural and eventually lease it to farmers. Later, repre-
sentatives of Transport Canada exclaimed that the result of the 
failed airport project meant that Torontonians would have to 
fly through Montreal to get to Vancouver.   

A day after the federal decision not to go ahead with the air-
port, an announcement was made about the discovery of the 
largest and oldest First Nations Huron villages ever found in 
Ontario. The two sites, situated on the airport lands, would be-
come known as the Draper site and the White site. An archeol-
ogist and a team of 55 students from the University of Western 
Ontario had been excavating the site for the previous two sum-
mers. They were frantically trying to excavate the larger Draper 
site to make way for a drainage ditch for the airport. 

(left) House reduced to rubble [photograph supplied by Land Over Landings]

11



The Last Stand: Three Women help to bring down the Federal Government  [photo supplied by Land Over Landings]

One month later a Transport Canada position paper was cir-
culated internally, entitled “Pickering Go It Alone Option”.  It 
argued that the feds could build the airport on their own, wa-
ter could be provided from wells, sewage could be processed 
on site, and energy could be acquired by building a local plant. 
The cost: $400 million. But, the airport remained shelved for 
the time being.  

In April, eighty-eight airport property residents were ordered 
to pay back-rent and sign leases or be evicted in two weeks. 
Some former homeowners reported not having been paid yet 
for their property – so as to prevent them from paying rent – 
while others said that they were still in negotiations with the 
government. 

In the same month, the province placed advertisements in 
newspapers to sell 13 houses on the North Pickering project 
site, in the hamlets of Whitevale and Green River; occupancy 
for a period of 5 years was a requirement of the sale. The feds 
announced that no more money would be available to com-
plete the excavations of the Huron sites. About half the vil-
lage of the Draper site had been unearthed at that point. MPP 
Charles Godfrey made a desperate call for Ontario to step in, 
as its “Heritage is in imminent danger of being buried and lost.” 
Months later the Ministry of Transport committed to provid-
ing a reduced level of emergency funding for the archeological 
sites; the Ontario Heritage Foundation had turned down a re-
quest for funding, given that the sites were located on federal 
lands.

Mr. Goodale, the Parliamentary Secretary to the Acting Min-
ister of Transport, estimated that the Pickering project had 
cost about $137.5 million to date, or two-thirds the total cost 
originally estimated to build the airport. But, he said, “It is our 
intention to retain the option for the people of Toronto of pro-
viding airport facilities at some time in the future. Whether 
facilities are needed in 1980 or 1985 does not alter the long-
term need.” In this vein, the remaining freeze on lands was to 
stay in place with no end in sight.

The Ontario Ombudsman Arthur Maloney concluded an 
8-month investigation into allegations of unfair practices and 
compensation rates regarding provincial land acquisitions. His 
129-page report recommended that 44 former landowners be 
compensated beyond what was originally granted. Housing 
Minister Rhodes rejected the report and termed the conclu-
sions incomplete and unbalanced; he called for an indepen-
dent tribunal to re-investigate the matter. Rhodes said that the 
reassessment could cost the government $3.5 million. 

In July 1976 a Toronto couple took the province to court over 
freeze zone policies, complaining that they had not been given 
notice of the freeze or an opportunity to oppose it. They were 
granted permission to build a house on their 15-acre plot in 
Whitchurch-Stouffville. The exception led to a class action law-
suit, filed on behalf of 25 property owners in the freeze zone, 
with a primary argument that development costs had doubled 
since the freeze had been put in place.



In the fall, federal airport planners released a report entitled 
“Fact Sheet”, which stated that congestion at the Toronto In-
ternational Airport would become serious by 1981. A confi-
dential provincial transport ministry memo was leaked to the 
press, written by the former Toronto airport manager, which 
stated that he had requested a third terminal for Malton and 
that a site had already been chosen for it, yet the Canadian 
Air Transportation Administration director said to forget it. 
The memo spoke to a “closed minded attitude” which is “ob-
viously part of a master plan to revive Pickering” by denying 
any improvements that would relieve pressure at Malton.

Throughout 1976 and onward, vandalism of the unoccupied 
houses on the federal and provincial lands became common-
place. For many neighbouring youths, it was a sport to light a 
house or barn on fire. Adding insult to injury, from a heritage 
standpoint, the provincial North Pickering Development Cor-
poration offered 20 vacant houses to the Pickering fire de-
partment as practice homes for firefighting; one had already 
been burnt to the ground using this practice.

By the end of 1976, the province had reportedly spent $200 
million, plus another several million dollars in planning, yet 
not one house had been built in North Pickering. The feds 
too, had spent upwards of $200 million, yet not one runway 
had been built in North Pickering. Court cases continued 
that sought to measure the level of fairness (province), and 
establish how much of a person’s farm is part of a person’s 
home (feds); the ramifications would be in the millions. 
Noise restrictions were again relaxed. A “new normal” had 
been reached in the area. Most people and many houses had 
been removed from the landscape, in a land where a-year-
at-a-time farm leases reined. One resident of Claremont said 
she now lived next door to “the largest rural slum in Canada”.

  

In Memory of William Lishman
February 12, 1939 - December 30, 2017

William “Bill” Lishman passed away on December 30 at the age 
of 78. He was a pilot, artist, sculptor, filmmaker, author, inventor, 
architect, naturalist, and entrepreneur. His works include award-
winning documentary films, three books, and numerous works 
of public art. Recently, he published his third book - The Oak 
Ridges Moraine From Above, and completed a 13-meter tall 
stainless steel iceberg sculpture for the Canadian Museum of 
Nature in Ottawa.

Lishman is also known as “Father Goose” when he became the 
first person to use ultra-light aircraft to lead birds on migrations. 
His autobiography “Father Goose” inspired the film “Fly Away 
Home” which starred Jeff Daniels and Anna Paquin. He is the co-
founder of the not-for-profit organization Operation Migration, 
which in 2001 made the world’s longest human-assisted 
migration with a flock of whooping cranes raised in captivity. 

The Lishman’s Brougham house was expropriated in 1972 
for the Pickering Airport. Bill Lishman, along with Michael 
Robertson, became the “creative directors” for the People or 
Planes Committee, in which they formed the Claremont Fusiliers 
and made fake guns out of pitchforks; created an army which 
included a 1940 jeep with a fake anti-aircraft gun welded to 
the back; held a public “hanging” of premier Davis and prime 
minister Pierre Trudeau; made 50 black robes and built coffins 
marked with names such as “Mother Nature,” and silently 
walked up University Ave. to Queen’s Park. He helped bring 
national attention to a movement. Bill will be missed by many.

(below) A Celebration [photographs from Toronto Public Library Archive]
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WINTERSONG
Stouffville’s Winter Music 
Festival, Jan. 19-20, 2017
A partnership between the Downtown Stouffville Working 
Group, the Town of Whitchurch-Stouffville, and the 
Epidemic Music Group will result in a two-day winter event 
in Downtown Stouffville, Friday January 19 and Saturday 
January 20. “This is a brand-new community event in 
Downtown Stouffville,” says Downtown Coordinator Tina 
Sharma. Last year, Epidemic Music Group organized “The 
Longest Concert by Multiple Artists” for a Guinness World 
Record at The Earl of Whitchurch.

Over the two-day festival an eclectic and 
exciting lineup of 50+ musical acts and street 
performers will be showcased in multiple venues 
downtown. The Outdoor Community Stage at 6240  
Main Street will host the official celebration of the Guinness 
Record attempt on Saturday at 2:30pm.  

Indoor venues will include The Smokery, The Earl, 
Candlelight & Memories, Tipsy Cow, Main Street Bakehouse, 
Coffee Tea Express, Redefined Finds, and others. 

(above) Downtown Coordinator Tina Sharma and Epidemic Music Group’s  
             Kevin Ker ramp up for Wintersong   [photograph by Julie Williams]

Rural Internet Access
a continuing problem 
The following letter was received at Town Hall from a 
high school student:

Dear Stouffville Mayor and Council, 

I am a high school student living at xxxx McCowan Rd Stouffville, 
my home is not far from the town center. But my family cannot 
install the Internet, which has caused a lot of trouble for my 
study. Grade 12 is a very important year for a high school 
student, in order to learn, a few years ago my brother can only 
go to McDonald’s and the library to use the public Internet for 
study. Now, it’s my turn, because we are not close enough to 
the town center to have access to the Internet. This is really 
inconvenient.

Please think of ways to solve this problem as soon as possible, 
thank you!

This was my response:

Yes, you certainly live in an internet dead spot. Vianet’s fiber 
optic network has recently expanded down McCowan Rd, 
but remains north of Bloomington. Vianet is the only direct-
wire service provider that cares to connect people living in 
the countryside, such as yourself. The “big” telecoms do not 

wish to provide rural services, because there is too much space 
between the houses – and not enough profit for them. Those 
telephone poles in front of your house are probably owned by 
one of the big telecoms; they could provide overhead service, 
if they cared to.
 
We were hoping that York Region Telecom Network would 
receive Connect to Innovate federal grant dollars to expand 
the rural network in York Region. But nothing so far - only 
money has been announced for Nunavut, Quebec and northern 
Ontario. 

We are in discussion with Vianet about getting service to 
Bethesda and Vivian area residents. If we are able to work 
something out, it will be two years to design and install this 
network. Unfortunately, this will not help you while in high 
school. I appreciate your predicament, as my kids have to 
download and upload their homework on a daily basis. 
 
I recommend that you go to the library and check out one of 
their “rocket sticks”. There is no cost for this service. It should 
provide a wireless hot spot for your entire home – if the cell 
signal is strong enough. If it works, you and your parents have 
some research to do to see if you can get one of these for 
your home – affordably. If you need help at the library, ask for 
Carolyn – she is the director and is very nice. 

Very soon, the Ward 3 Councillor will be mailing an internet 
survey to all Ward 3 residents. Please be patient and fill it out. 
We need to measure demand for access accurately so that we 
can develop a program based on actual need.


