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‘How to live to be 100...’ 

‘How to live to be 100 … with Manitoba’s help!’ Nature 
and antimodern tourism in post-war Manitoba 
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The Manitoba Travel and Publicity Bureau was established in 1945 with the aim of developing and promoting a provincial tour-
ism industry. During the post-war period, the provincial government believed the expansion of tourism would help secure eco-
nomic growth and prosperity, and thus promoted the rural countryside and wilderness areas as desirable sites to visit. I focus on 
the influence of antimodern sentiment—a belief that cities and technology had made life empty and meaningless—on the early 
development of tourism in the province. However, as tourism promoters sought out farm and wilderness spaces where people 
could recuperate from the hardships of the modern age, they simultaneously constructed these ‘natural’ spaces through a very 
modern tourist experience. This article elaborates on these ideas and explores how antimodern sentiments were incorporated 
into representations of Manitoba in materials produced by the bureau using films, photographs, and pamphlets they distributed 
across North America. 
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In 1955, Manitoba’s Bureau of Travel and Publicity (MBTP) 
produced a film and a booklet with the common title How to live 
to be 100 … with Manitoba’s help! (AM 1955a; MBTP 1955). 
Both promised potential tourists that antiaging treatments await-
ed them in the Manitoba wilderness. “TAKE A LOOK in your 
mirror, friend! See those wrinkles? Notice that tell-tale bulge 
around your middle?” the booklet asked (MBTP 1955). “Let’s 
face it, my boy – it’s age! The years are catching up with you … 
and you’re offering no resistance. Well, here’s good news. You 
can lick Old Man Time–with Manitoba’s help!” (MBTP 1955) 
Tourists were thus told they could resist aging by visiting the 
province’s pristine lakes, forests, and streams, where hunting 
and fishing would provide effective antidotes to wrinkles and 

bulges. To illustrate all of the fishing opportunities in the prov-
ince, the booklet contained a map explaining where brook trout, 
northern pike, and a variety of other fish could be caught (Figure 
1). In the map, the province is literally crowded with activities 
and outdoor opportunities. It also recommended other forms of 
outdoor recreation found in Manitoba: “Whatever your outdoor 
interests—be it fishing, hunting, canoeing, photography, or just 
the sheer novelty of breathing fresh air instead of carbon mon-
oxide” (MBTP 1955). In so doing, the MBTP equated the prov-
ince’s wilderness with health and rejuvenation. 

The film version of How to live to be 100 also described a 
wilderness where tourists could temporarily escape the maladies 
of modern civilization and heal their weary bodies (AM 1955a). 
It featured an American tourist and his son on a fishing trip in 
the Whiteshell Forest Reserve in eastern Manitoba. According 
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Figure 1 
‘Where to find ‘em in Manitoba’ illustrated map from How to live to be 100 … with Manitoba’s help! 
(MBTP 1955)
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to the film, the experience rejuvenated the pair, reasoning “[t]his 
is what’s good for the tired businessman,” to a scene showing 
video of the man and his son fishing in a boat. The film described 
both the logistics of planning a trip and the challenges a fisher-
man could anticipate. “Manitoba bass are real fighters,” it stated, 
“[y]ou won’t see them come to the boat without a struggle.” The 
father and son were rewarded for their efforts with fresh fish 
cooked in the clean Manitoba air. Viewers were assured that the 
benefits of a trip extended beyond fish and that “The surround-
ings will be good for the inner man, and we don’t mean your 
stomach.” Explaining how the scenery in the Whiteshell For-
est Reserve was rugged, unsurpassed, and untouched, the film 
promised fishermen would find the lakes “just as nature made 
them.” Together, the booklet and film targeted the modern busi-
nessman, equating the patriarchal responsibility to provide for 
his family with a wholesome and healthful experience outside 
the city that would simultaneously relieve him of the strains of 
bureaucratic life.

This article explores how MBTP’s publications constructed 
the province’s ‘natural’ landscapes as antithetical to the increas-
ingly structured social and economic world of post-war Canada. 
Essentially, Manitoba promised technocratic workers relief in 
antimodern spaces. The How to live to be 100 publications were 
part of a larger effort by the MBTP to attract American tourists 
by presenting the province’s natural areas as a kind of antidote 
to worries about over-civilization associated with modern urban 
life. They relied on modern anxieties that cities and technology 
made people weak and effeminate, and that the only remedy was 
to escape the city and seek cure by facing the wilderness. In pub-
lications and advertisements, the bureau constructed Manitoba’s 
wild geography as the binary opposite of modern towns and cit-
ies by assuring tourists these spaces could cleanse them of mod-
ern ills. However, despite the dominance of this idea in post-war 
publications, and despite the idea that Manitoba’s wilderness 
spaces offered a retreat or antidote to the stifling city life in the 
1940s and 1950s, the spaces available to tourists in Manitoba 
were presented within the mould of modern society (Wall 2010).

In the post-war era, the narrative of escape from modernity 
fitted within larger provincial efforts to expand the economy, 
which both the federal and provincial governments sought to 
do through the expansion of the tourist industry (Wilson 1991). 
To accomplish this, the MBTP made advertising the province’s 
tourist destinations a priority (AM 1943; 1946). They produced 
and distributed promotional material across North America with 
titles such as Manitoba: Inside the Rim of Adventure, Manitoba’s 
Romantic Northland, and Fishing and Hunting in Magnificent 
Manitoba! (MBTP 1948; 1950; n.d.-a). They hoped to sway 
Americans and Canadians alike into believing that Manitoba, 
once “simply known and regarded as one of the prairie provinc-
es—a province with no individuality,” was a special wilderness 
where tourists could rejuvenate (AM 1943). However, these 
escapist ideas were used to both support and expand the very 
modern society the movement purportedly critiqued. 

This paradox, whereof the desire to escape modernity actu-
ally deepens its influence, has been described by cultural his-
torians. The foremost thinker here is T. J. Jackson Lears, who 

termed this phenomenon ‘antimodernism.’ Lears noted how 
beginning in the late-nineteenth century, a broad movement 
developed in response to the rapid urbanization and industrial-
ization occurring in Europe and North America. For many, the 
rationalization and acceleration of modern society was causing 
‘over-civilization’ which they associated with moral degen-
eracy, the breakdown of traditional family structure, and—for 
many men who worked teller jobs or spent their days in offic-
es—the waning of manliness and masculinity they associated 
with the ‘rougher’ lifestyles of their ancestors. To avoid these 
afflictions, people sought to recover a humbler pre urban past 
doing things with their hands, improving their bodies, and seek-
ing out self-sufficiency. Many of these experiences were sought 
through escaping the conveniences of the city for a wilderness 
devoid of modern comforts. However, their understanding of 
nature was significantly different from earlier ideas which had 
associated ‘wilderness’ with waste and danger. Moreover, de-
spite the obvious physical differences between ‘the city’ and 
‘the wilderness’, the latter was not distinct from, or outside of, 
the former (Williams 1973). Rather, as Lears and other scholars 
have demonstrated, the wilderness was often paradoxically the 
place where modern values became most apparent (Lears 1981; 
Wilson 1991).

The concept of antimodernism has been employed usefully 
in Canada. Kathryn Morse’s book on the ‘nature’ of gold in the 
Klondike as a liberating escape from modern corporatism dem-
onstrated how the gold rush in fact brought capitalism to the 
Yukon (Morse 2003). In another example, Ian McKay’s study of 
historical culture in Nova Scotia demonstrated how the region’s 
past was rewritten to promote the idea of ‘folk’ tourism in the 
province at the very same time industrial modernity was trans-
forming society (McKay 1994). Sharon Wall explored a similar 
phenomenon in her study of antimodern sentiments at Ontar-
io summer camps in the early to mid-twentieth century. Wall 
argued that the purportedly natural spaces associated with the 
camps were not outside of modernity, but rather were influenced 
by and in turn reinforced many modern ideas (Wall 2010). Yet 
despite these important contributions, no studies have explored 
the experience of antimodernism in Manitoba. 

Nature and modernity

The power of antimodernism in reshaping ideas about Manito-
ba’s wilderness may be examined from the perspective that ideas 
about nature are socially constructed by society. ‘Social nature’ 
emphasizes how discourses about ‘nature’ are shaped by social 
ideas which exist in certain times and places. For example, prior 
to the nineteenth century, nature was largely understood to be 
hostile and alien (Williams 1973). For European colonizers who 
sought to subdue and survive in it on a daily basis, the wilder-
ness was not a place of benevolence and spirituality in the way it 
is commonly thought of today. Rather, as environmental histori-
an William Cronon demonstrated, “to be a wilderness was to be 
‘deserted,’ ‘savage,’ ‘desolate,’ ‘barren,’—in short, a ‘waste,’ the 
word’s nearest synonym” (Cronon 1995, 70). These ideas stand 
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in stark contrast to contemporary perspectives, demonstrating 
that ‘nature’ changes across time and space. For instance, it was 
this understanding of nature which led writer Anna Jameson to 
declare in 1839 that a “Canadian settler hates a tree, regards it 
as his natural enemy, as something to be destroyed, eradicated, 
annihilated, by all and any means” (quoted in Wall 2010, 6). 

Like nature, the concept of modernity has also been subject 
to human molding. It is a multi-faceted and contested term, but 
I use Stuart Hall’s definition for it here to refer to the rise of 
capitalism, liberalism, secularism, and science as the primary 
social and economic relations used to organize daily life during 
the mid-nineteenth century (Hall et al. 1996). During this period, 
rapid urbanization and industrialization transformed the lives of 
many individuals as the former patterns of rural life were traded 
in for factory work in the cities of Europe. As Raymond Wil-
liams (1973) has shown, these upheavals of social and economic 
life changed the cultural meanings that many associated with 
city and wilderness respectively. As cities grew and the majority 
of people began to think of themselves as urban and modern, a 
romantic concept of rural life and the countryside as separate 
from or outside the modern urban experience took shape. Wil-
liams showed that ideas about nature reflected less about the real 
countryside and more about anxieties about modern urban life. 
The MBTP’s publications revolved around this polarization of 
the city and the wilderness. At the same time that people in-
vented modern society and saw themselves stepping into a new 
period in history, they also imagined a new concept for nature 
as somewhere to flee from those changes that were occurring.

Both nature and modernity developed out of and in opposi-
tion to one another in industrialized countries, resulting in a se-
ries of cultural expressions across the landscapes of Europe and 
North America. T. J. Jackson Lears studied these expressions, 
arguing that in the mid-nineteenth century “many beneficiaries 
of modern culture began to feel they were its secret victims” 
(1981, 4). Rather than embracing newness, educated and af-
fluent individuals critiqued its focus on a “cult of science and 
technical rationality” and disliked its focus on material progress 
and expansion (Lears 1981, 4). To counter these effects, anti-
modernists sought ‘authentic’ and ‘real’ experiences which they 
believed came in natural spaces and parks—antimodern areas 
where recreational activities including hunting, fishing, and ca-
noeing could take place. Yet in presenting the idea of a return 
to nature as a respite from the modern, antimodernists were ac-
tually deepening a modern romanticizing of it. Moreover, the 
wilderness was rationalized, industrialized, and transformed by 
capitalism as cars and camping created a small economy based 
around the consumption of natural recreation. 

Antimodernity in the bureau’s publications

Looking closer at the MBTP promotional pamphlets and films 
in the post-war period shows how they employed antimodern 
understandings of nature to attract tourists to the province. One 
example of this is the short film called To Catch a Fish which 
highlighted fishing opportunities in the Whiteshell Forest Re-

serve and featured an American couple, Joe and Ella, on a trip 
to the area. According to the narrator, the hundreds of lakes and 
rivers in the region made it a fisherman’s haven, full of beauti-
ful sites that were “just as natural as when the Indians had it,” 
employing the trope of the ‘noble savage’ as often expressed 
in antimodern rhetoric (AM 1955; Wright 1997; Wall 2010). 
In 1954, the bureau produced a pamphlet called Manitoba’s 
Northland (MBTP 1954). It described a wilderness waiting for 
tourists north of the 53rd parallel where “Manitoba’s northland 
has all the mystery, romance, and rugged beauty of a landscape 
unspoiled by man and machine.” The pamphlet explained that 
the enterprising traveler would find “an adventure land for the 
sportsman who wants to fish in virgin water, hunt in silent forest 
or travel through uncharted country by canoe.” To illustrate this 
claim, it featured images of lakes, forests, rustic cabins, and men 
fishing. According to the pamphlet, fishermen would find wall-
eye, lake trout, and firm, fighting northern pike in most northern 
lakes. Additionally, the pamphlet claimed, the most skilled and 
adventurous fishermen could challenge themselves to catch Arc-
tic grayling and brook trout in the waters flowing into Hudson 
Bay. In this way, the wilderness of northern Manitoba could pro-
vide men with the type of ‘authentic’ and antimodern experience 
that urban environments could not.

The MBTP’s films and pamphlets are an example of the 
paradox of antimodernism. In seeking to escape modernity and 
find rejuvenation in the wilderness, people actually carried with 
them modern ideas about the power of nature that arose in the 
city. One of the most powerful narratives in the antimodern idea 
of nature is the romantic notion of an empty space inhabited 
only by ostensibly pre-modern ‘noble savages.’ Of course, this 
was complicated by the fact that in many cases modern In-
digenous groups lived in the purportedly empty spaces of the 
north. John Sandlos (2008) has described how Manitoba’s Rid-
ing Mountain National Park forcibly removed Cree people from 
their ancestral spaces to in order to create a ‘natural’ environ-
ment for the pleasure of urban tourists. This allowed the park 
to be understood as a raw and rugged landscape, where men 
relied on physical strength to conquer the land (Phillips 1997). 
To further this idea of the park, the MBTP produced a booklet 
titled Manitoba’s Romantic Northland featuring the region as 
“a land of romance, adventure and history” (MBTP 1948). An 
article titled The Trout are Here… invited tourists to fish and 
hunt in the region, claiming that the trout in northern areas were 
considerably larger than those in eastern streams. The booklet 
also contained six pages with poetic verses accompanied by 
photographs of lakes, forests, and wildlife. “Ageless Rocks and 
Unchanging Evergreens … Cormorant Lake,” as one verse ac-
companied an image read (Figure 2). Another read “White Wa-
ters of the North … Churchill River.” Ironically, the same white 
waters would be diverted in the next two decades to create Man-
itoba’s hydro regime (Hoffman 2008). Alongside this, a third 
verse read “Mighty Waters Roll Toward Hudson Bay … Kettle 
Rapids.” Through the booklet’s images and descriptions, tour-
ists across North America were taught that Manitoba’s northern 
lakes and forests were a romantic and antimodern wilderness 
(MBTP 1950). Even though the MBTP presented the landscapes 
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at Riding Mountain as empty and pristine, they were only ‘un-
occupied’ because of the expulsion of Indigenous peoples from 
the park (Sandlos 2008). Indeed, the tourism bureau was housed 
within the larger Manitoba Department of Industry and Com-
merce also responsible for mines and natural resources. Hence, 
while the booklets on Riding Mountain highlighted the area’s 
protected lakes and forests, they also contained articles on north-
ern resource extraction in surrounding areas. These indications 
reveal that antimodern nature appreciation had no apparent con-
flict with the industrial transformation of the same environment 
users were told to respect.

Treating nature as social reveals that antimodernism was a 
key driver in associating the idea of wilderness with, ironically, 
both adventure and tranquility. In their publications, the MBTP 
contrasted the hectic and stressful pace of city life with two dis-
tinct, yet complimentary, portrayals of the wilderness. On one 
hand, it was represented as an adventurous antidote to the bu-
reaucratic boredom so often associated with modern life. On the 
other, the wilderness was represented as a slow and quiet space. 
One example of this is the bureau’s booklet Mid-Eastern Mani-
toba, wherein an article titled Wilderness Wonderland discussed 
opportunities to fish, canoe, and hunt in tranquility. “Some of 
the peace and quiet of the wilderness is slivered only by the 

careful footsteps of wild game, or the sounds of the adventure 
seeker fishing, canoeing and hunting” (MBTP [n.d.-b]) the ar-
ticle explained. Alongside more general tourist fare, the MBTP 
also produced material specifically for sportsmen, including the 
booklet Fishing and hunting in magnificent Manitoba! (n.d.-a). 
It invited “fellow sportsmen” to experience adventure in the 
province, where “[t]he fish fight furiously.” It advised sports-
men about how to travel with their family, in case the ‘bride and 
bairns” planned to join them. Trips would be more difficult to 
arrange, but not impossible to manage. Further, “instead of be-
ing led by the hand by a guide whose boss has set up his camp on 
the best waters, now you have to prove you’re a real fisherman.” 
Sportsmen were assured that it was both possible and enjoyable 
to fish with their family. This was because the province was full 
of breath-taking beauty. The latter was poetically described in 
purple prose, stating “Forests and rocky shores touch the azure 
sky above and slope down to the rich blue of deep lakes or the 
foamy spray of cascading rivers.” In this way, the book assured 
sportsmen that Manitoba would test their strength and vitality 
while also providing them with a beautiful view. 

Figure 2 
Cover and page featuring ‘Ageless rocks and unchanging evergreens’ from Manitoba’s romantic northland (MBTP 1948)
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Modern and antimodern contradictions
 

Though the MBTP promoted Manitoba’s natural spaces as a re-
treat from modernity, their advertisements reified many of the 
modern ideas and values that tourists purportedly sought to es-
cape, reinforcing modern ideas about gender, domesticity, and 
rationality. The film To Catch a Fish featuring the husband and 
wife, Joe and Ella, on a fishing trip exemplifies how the MBTP’s 
advertisements relied on modern ideas about gender and domes-
ticity. “Ella likes fishing, but she doesn’t have to face the boys at 
the office with her record” the film explained, showing both Ella 
and Joe casting a line. Shortly after this, Ella catches a walleye. 
“And really a beauty!” the film commented before sympathiz-
ing with her husband “Poor Joe! This is one set-back he hadn’t 
imagined” (AM 1955b). The film equates Joe’s essential manli-
ness with his ability to fish, suggesting that his experience in 
nature is something that will be measured in the modern office. 
The humour of Joe’s ‘set-back’ is also a subtle reminder that 
without these types of experiences, he is in danger of becom-
ing effeminate. Similarly, the booklet Fishing and hunting in 
magnificent Manitoba! reinforced the idea that women were first 
and foremost concerned with housekeeping and children. If fish-
ermen had to bring along their wives and children, there were 
“substantial compensations” to make up for the burden. “Have 
you ever eaten a mess of fresh caught perch for breakfast—the 
first fish Bobby ever caught and cooked as mother cooks it?” 
the booklet asked, continuing “[t]hese things the family can 
share, and it makes fishing better, not worse” (MBTP n.d.-a). In 
both examples, the MBTP’s publications reinforced the modern 
domestic structure of the 1950s by imposing it onto life at the 
lake in Manitoba. Although the settings were markedly different 
when women entered natural spaces, with fishing boats replac-
ing grocery stores and camping sites replacing kitchens, women 
were still expected to fulfill their modern familial and societal 
role as caregiver. 

Manitoba’s natural spaces offered tourists a way to escape 
the over-rationalization they associated with modern life on one 
hand, while supporting and reinforcing the value of rationality 
on the other hand. For example, Manitoba’s purportedly anti-
modern spaces were ordered and experienced primarily through 
the emerging tourist economy. This was most evident in the pre-
packaged plans fishing lodges began offering to tourists in the 
early 1950s. For $100, a fisherman could experience a six-day 
trip on the Winnipeg River complete with food, guide service, 
accommodation, equipment, and boats. The wealthier fisherman 
could partake in a week trip through God’s River Lodge for $400. 
The package included meals and lodging, round-trip transporta-
tion, two guides, and a freighter canoe with a motor. Throughout 
the 1950s, these packages, which planned and ordered tourists’ 
experiences of nature, became increasingly popular. According 
to the MBTP, “the ardent angler who looks to virgin waters for 
his fighting fish jumps at the chance for a ‘package holiday’ that 
offers comfortable accommodation, transportation, guides, food, 
camp equipment, boats and all the trimmings of a backwoods 
vacation” (MBTP 1953). Although modern citizens attempted 
to leave behind the routines and rationality they associated with 

the city, it followed them into these purportedly natural spaces 
through the modern practices of structuring leisure time and hir-
ing expert services. 

In addition to reinforcing ideas about gender, domesticity, 
and rationality, Manitoba’s antimodern spaces offered tourists 
no fundamental critique or alternative to modernity. Their tour-
ist experiences were primarily a way for the modern citizen to 
temporarily ‘escape’ civilization and return as a more productive 
worker. As such, antimodern ideas very often actively supported 
modernity, claiming to rejuvenate the technocratic worker, al-
lowing him to return to society as a more productive and ef-
ficient employee. Thus Manitoba`s experience echoes Lears and 
confirms others studies of antimodernism, which sought to un-
derstand why critics of modernization had continuously failed 
to challenge the phenomenon throughout the late-nineteenth 
and early-twentieth century. According to Lears, antimodernism 
shows that when “[p]reoccupied with authentic experience as 
a means of revitalizing a fragmented personal identity, dissent-
ers have often been unable to sustain larger loyalties outside the 
self” (Lears 1981, xix). Likewise, in Manitoba, the antimodern 
tourist experiences offered no collective alternative to moder-
nity’s focus on individuality and rationality; visitors would find 
only a temporary fix in Manitoba’s pristine forests and lakes, 
preparing them to go back to society as a more productive work-
er. Rather, they actively supported it, as antimodern experiences 
claimed to rejuvenate the modern worker, allowing him to return 
to society as a more productive efficient employee. In this way, 
although antimodernists rejected modernity’s focus on individ-
ual achievement, their response was framed in individual rather 
than collective terms. 

Conclusion

A look at the dawn of nature tourism in Manitoba confirms 
Lears’ argument that modernity’s greatest critics essentially 
failed to challenge it because they were “easily accommodat-
ed to the dominant culture of our bureaucratic corporate state” 
(Lears 1981, xix). Ultimately, this dichotomy at the heart of 
antimodern sentiments about wilderness led to remarkably un-
natural ways of encountering nature. One illustrative example 
comes from the June 1953 issue of Tourist Topics, the MBTP’s 
circular magazine for tourism entrepreneurs. Titled ‘Clean-Up 
Clues for Campers,’ it featured instructions for how best to deal 
with garbage produced at campsites. Whether in a campground 
or “on his own” in the backcountry, it recommended visitors be 
told to “properly dispose of all camp litter, garbage and waste 
so the ground will remain clean and sanitary.” In order to keep 
their campsites pristine, campers were to use “three of nature’s 
best purifiers: fire, boiling water, and burying.” Small quantities 
of paper, animal bones, and food scraps could be burned in the 
campfire. However, to dispose of large quantities of waste, the 
article advised burying. In fact, the article advised visitors that 
the camp-making job was not complete until they dug a garbage 
pit 50 to 100 feet behind their tent. In order to dispose of cans, 
a combination of burning and burying was advised, while dish-
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water was simply buried. In short, in order to maintain the ap-
pearance of pristine wilderness, the article encouraged tourists 
to bury all signs of modernity beneath their campsite (MBTP 
1953). While this article was only a single page in length, it 
serves as an appropriate metaphor for the dichotomous relation-
ship between modern ideas and antimodern spaces in the MB-
TP’s publications. The article essentially recommends bringing 
the cans and plastics that are the material evidence of modernity 
into nature, but also burying them out of sight, so as to be out of 
mind in the pure and natural environment. However, underneath 
the surface in the article and in the antimodern spaces there were 
signs of modernity, whether tin cans and domestic gender roles, 
glass bottles and rationalized leisure time, or dishwater and eco-
nomic growth. These modern materials and ideas accompanied 
tourists into nature, shaping how they interacted both with and 
in that space. In this way, the spaces did not exist outside of 
civilization as the bureau’s publications suggest. Rather, as this 
article demonstrates, Manitoba’s antimodern tourist spaces were 
constituted in the very making of modern Manitoba.

A study of the province shows that through their influence on 
MBTP publications, antimodern ideas paradoxically supported 
the expansion of modern society in the province. They did so 
by using the concept of ‘nature’ as a timeless, unchanging space 
to distribute new ideas of gender, domesticity, and rationality 
appearing in the 1950s. Further, antimodern ideas supported the 
growth of society by rejuvenating the individual worker and al-
lowing him to return to society as a productive worker. Overall, 
the antimodern spaces presented in MBTP’s publications were 
not outside of modernity, but rather were implicated in the very 
making of modern Manitoba.
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