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Good morning.  My name is Selwyn Hicks.  I was born in 
Guyana, S.A. and came to Canada at age nine on a plane 
that crash-landed in Toronto.  I’ll save that full story for 
another time.  Several days after coming to Canada, I 
discovered racism for the first time.  It was recess and a 
football game was being organized.  An argument ensued 
because I called it football, and a bully insisted it was 
soccer, not football.  He then called me a “watermelon boy,” 
to which I said, “What’s a watermelon?”  I honestly had no 
idea what a watermelon was as we have no watermelons in 
Guyana. 

 

Most of my childhood was spent in the notorious Jane/Finch 
projects in Toronto.  In 2003, my wife and I moved 
permanently to Hanover, her birthplace, and started a law 
practice.  When I told a friend of mine that I was moving to 
Hanover, he said, “You know you’re black, right?”  In 2003, 
there were very few people of colour in Hanover.  In fact, if I 
saw a black person, I would make a point of approaching 
them and saying, “hi.” 

 

The county you are in right now is Grey County.  It is 170 
years old.  Its head office is in Owen Sound, where the 
mayors and deputy mayors of nine municipalities meet 
every two weeks to conduct business, like social services, 
roads, long-term care, and paramedic services.  Each year, 
that body elects a leader, who is called the warden.  In 170 
years, there had been no non-white wardens until yours 
truly was elected warden in 2019.   

 



So – our community is changing.  But – if you look back in 
history… 

 

Black citizens have been a part of Grey County since the 
very first non-Indigenous settlers arrived in the 
northernmost part of the Queen's Bush.  

 

Many of you will be familiar with the underground railway.  
Well, its terminus was right here in the “Queen’s Bush”. 

Interesting….   The relationship between the runaway slaves 
and the Indigenous people who lived here. 

 

Some of these early pioneers were born in Canada, while 
others had only recently slipped the bonds of slavery in the 
Upper South.  All contributed significantly to the settlement 
of the last available land in southern Ontario in the mid-
nineteenth century. 

 

After a long and arduous journey to freedom, the escaped 
slaves arrived to discover even greater challenges awaited 
them.  Racism frequently overshadowed every effort the 
Black settlers made to begin a new life.  Insecurity and 
uncertainty in border cities often propelled people to move 
further north into Ontario.  Indeed, one of Grey County's 
most prominent early Black citizens, John Hall, had been 
born in Amherstburg, Ontario, but was captured in a border 
raid as a young man, and sold into slavery in Kentucky. 

 

The small village of Priceville in southern Grey County 
sprang to life very early in the settlement 



history.  Amongst its earliest pioneers were both free Black 
citizens and fugitive slaves, seeking to establish a 
community for themselves away from bounty hunters and 
common prejudice.  By the 1840s, few settlers had set up 
homesteads in the north end of the Queen’s Bush, so the 
area seemed fresh and open for the freedom-
seekers.  Some of these early residents included James M. 
Washington, Christopher J. Simons, Abraham Sheffield, 
James Handy, Philip Washington, James Jackson, Debbera 
Sheffield, Ellen Handy, and John Handy.  Many of these 
individuals practiced trades, although a good number of 
them also farmed the land. 

 

The vibrant Priceville community initially 
flourished.  Additional European immigration of the 1850s 
changed the district dramatically.  Although some 
individuals struggled to hold on to their lands, the new 
arrivals often forced the older residents out.  Many made 
their way to Collingwood, Owen Sound, and elsewhere.  By 
1930, little evidence remained in Priceville of the early Black 
settlement, except for their gravestones.  A white farmer 
decided to remove the gravestones and plant potatoes on 
the land.  The quest to uncover the early history of Priceville 
and restore the cemetery has taken the better part of the 
last 70 years. 

 

I leave you with a piece …. 

 

Written by B.C. MILLER, An Ode to the Old Durham Road 

Pioneer Cemetery, FACE TO THE SUN … Once chained by 

another … many, torn from their Mother.  Forced to look 

down, eyes, always cast to the ground.  Hiding in the woods, 



being told we were just paid for goods.  Oh … how we had 

yearned … for the light to be returned.  Our face exposed to 

the sun … revealed another reason to run.  We looked to 

face our future … when the Union gave us a gun.  For our 

freedom, we fought, those left behind, we never forgot.  

Promised Land, not always given, many men, yet to be 

forgiven.  We had travelled so far, eyes ever cast … to that 

bright North Star.  Our face turned up to the sun … heavy 

chains released … fall, undone.  Master of our own land, we 

stand tall; a free Woman, a free Man!  For ourselves, we now 

toil; bringing life, to rocky Homestead soil.  A large rock in a 

plough lane … sometimes a reminder of Slave pain.  But … 

backs now bend of our own accord, for that, we thank the 

Lord.  Our face warmed by the sun … confirms the freedom 

… so hard won.  Hands calloused, worn, assures next 

generations are freedom born.  We remain here, for one 

reason ... hope springs anew, with each season.  Plenty of 

crops in the field, our new Heritage is forever sealed.  This 

land we now own, here in Ontario; Canada, it is our home.  

Our face now shines in the sun ... love, family united, 

remains as one.  There will always be a place that gives 

power to race.  You know what’s right: would you stand for 

freedom, would you fight?  We are all family now, we can get 

through this ... somehow.  With no masters to keep, may our 

ancestors rest, in peaceful sleep.       

 

Thank you for inviting me here today. 


