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 I had to put a lot of time and distance between myself and Essex County before I could 

appreciate it in any sense of the term. The landscape is almost completely flat, with monotonous 

farmland bisected by county roads laid out on a near-perfect grid. The stretch of the main 

highway passing through it, the 401, is sometimes called “Carnage Alley” because of the horrific 

multivehicle pileups that tend to occur along it. Barring snow and fog, the most common 

explanation for these accidents is that the road is so straight and the landscape so boring that 

people zone out and stop paying attention—until they’re on top of someone’s bumper.  

 So how did I come to appreciate a place that, as some would have it, literally bores people 

to death? I spent years fleeing home and the farm, looking for somewhere bigger, more cultured, 

more diverse: in a word, somewhere more important. In spite of my success in escaping the land 

where I was born and raised—to Ottawa, Baltimore, and Paris—homesickness eventually got the 

better of me. It all started with Google street-view tours along the back roads I could hardly 

trouble myself to look at when sitting in the back seat of my parents’ truck. During these digital 

Sunday afternoon drives, clicking my way up and down the roads, my attention was drawn to 

churches, historic plaques, and the old Victorian farmhouses that add flavour to the otherwise 

dull landscape. I found blogs written by in-the-flesh fellow explorers, who trespassed in 

abandoned factories and run-down farmhouses. I found online forums populated by genealogists 

and tombstone tourists; massive image libraries dedicated to finding old photographs and 

postcards of what streets and roads looked like a century ago; and railway timetables for all the 

old train lines that pass through the area. Slowly but surely, I came to appreciate the local history, 



not just of Essex County but also of the neighbouring municipality of Chatham-Kent, and most 

importantly, the sister cities of Windsor and Detroit. 

 I learned that this little corner of the Great Lakes region, split though it is by an 

international border, has a shared history. I started trawling abebooks.com for titles I had seen 

mentioned online. Before long I had a handful of books on local history; then a whole shelf 

below to my academic books; and now three full shelves.  

 It slowly dawned on me that the local history of the region centered on the Detroit River 

was a microcosm of North American history more generally. The first documented act of 

Europeans on the Detroit River was the destruction of a Native American “idol” by two French 

Sulpician explorers, Dollier de Casson and Bréhant de Galinée, who came down from Montreal 

in the spring of 1670. Detroit itself was founded as Fort Pontchartrain du Détroit in 1701, and 

before the eighteenth century was up, the town and fort saw the flag of three successive regimes: 

that of the French, the British, and the United States. The diverse cast of settlers and fur traders 

who inhabited the banks of the Detroit River toward the end of the eighteenth century were 

Catholic and Protestant, European and Native American, French and English speaking, American 

citizens and British subjects—with all of these categories overlapping in unexpected ways. The 

region was the site of the two most extensive and well-organized Native American uprisings 

against Anglo-American encroachment east of the Mississippi, led by Pontiac and Tecumseh. 

The latter aligned himself with Britain and worked with Isaac Brock to capture Detroit during the 

War of 1812, and died heroically in the Battle of the Thames, half an hour from where I grew up. 

The counties of Essex and Kent, safely within the border of British-ruled Upper Canada, were 

also crucial destinations for escaped slaves coming north on the Underground Railroad. The area 

is the site of some of Canada’s earliest black communities, including the Dawn Settlement, led by 



Josiah Henson, born a slave in Maryland and later the inspiration behind Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  

 In the twentieth century, the region was transformed by Henry Ford’s Model T, and the 

accompanying rise and fall of the industrial system called “Fordism,” another piece of history 

shared on both sides of the border in the twin “Automotive capitals” of Windsor and Detroit. The 

emblem of progress in the first half of the century, Detroit came to suffer the legacy of racial 

segregation and deindustrialization in the second half. On both sides of the border, factories are 

still closing: my own father, a tool and die maker, lost his job when his plant finally closed in 

2008. These sometimes disorienting breaks with the past are moderated by long-standing 

continuities: the French language for instance can still be heard in households, schools, and 

churches (including those of my own family), much as it was in the eighteenth century. The 

uncertainty of an overturned industrial order now mixes with signs of revival: a new light rail line 

up Woodward Avenue in Detroit, and the gargantuan wind turbines that now dot the flat horizon 

of Essex County. History is still in the making. 

 Growing up, I had thought history was something to be found elsewhere (probably in 

Europe), and that we had little to none where I came from. Now I was learning that, in many 

ways, the area where I grew up stood at the crossroads of history, from the eighteenth century to 

the twenty-first. I carried this newfound realization with me during a year researching abroad in 

Paris, the farthest from home I’d ever been. I was there for archival research for my dissertation 

in the history of medicine in seventeenth-century France, but on weekends I would go back to the 

same archive and pull out letters and reports written by the founder of Detroit, Antoine de Le 

Mothe Cadillac. Even in Paris, home was still nearby. 
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