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REFLECTIONS ON THE SPLENDOUR AND MEANING OF OUR CANADIAN 

SENATE, WRITTEN BY VINCE COURTENAY. 

 

 

AS READ IN THE SENATE CHAMBER ON JUNE 23, 2015 

 

 

Hon. Yonah Martin (Deputy Leader of the Government): There is a thin brass rod across the 

aisle just inside the doors of the Canadian Senate. One must walk around it to enter the Senate 

Chamber.  

Yet none can do so without the expressed invitation of a Senator. No Member of Parliament from 

the House of Commons, which is just down the Hall of Honour, may enter without that invitation 

and accompaniment. Not even the Prime Minister of Canada may enter without it.  

Yet it is a thin rod that any public school girl or boy could easily shove aside, or dash around it. 

Yet nobody does. Nobody ever has; neither Member of Parliament, nor Prime Minister, nor 

prelate, nor policeman, nor student.  

Nobody ever does because there is high respect for the institutions of Canada, and because the 

Senate of Canada is the senior of the two venerable houses of our nation’s governing Parliament. 

It has been so since 1867.  

The brass bar is only symbolic, for those who need such to remind them, and most do not. What 

forms the real gate to this chamber is unseen, but it is known and felt; a propriety, a respect not 

just for those appointed to work there, but for the highest governmental body in Canada, for the 

democracy that is this free nation. 

In those countries ruled by ruthless dictators and conquerors the brass bars have been kicked open 

and trampled upon many times. In such places cruel leaders have usurped the free will and history 

of a people, to put them under their yoke.  

In Canada, such a thing is not even thinkable.  
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If even a single individual tried to break through and harm the occupants or the institution – and 

therefore the historic forces of our evolving Canada – many would place their lives on the line to 

repel him.  

If armies tried to do as much, to topple the highest of our government houses, one could venture 

that virtually every Canadian would place his or her life at risk to defend it, and keep our 

nation free. 

Canada is more than land and people.  

It is spirit, history, tradition, hope!  

It is the milieu of our lives and as we and our forefathers have willed, the font of goodness, the 

fierce enemy of cruelty and injustice, and to the best of our abilities, the peacekeeper for troubled 

people in varying places in our world.  

To desecrate or denigrate one of the pillars of our triumvirate Parliament would strike on the spirit 

of one of the greatest, most free, and what we are trying to form into the most generous and caring 

of nations in this world. 

Let us pass by that brass bar in the Senate of Canada, by invitation and in accompaniment of a 

senator, as others have been privileged to do.  

Once beyond, walking up the red carpet with a felt-solemnity, one passes the clerks’ tables and 

their reference books. He passes the places of the government leader and deputy government 

leader among the benches to the left, and those of the opposition leader and deputy opposition 

leader and others on his right.  

At the end of the red carpet is the gold hued speaker’s chair, from which the Speaker of the Senate 

conducts and manages each day’s business. 

Behind the speaker’s chair are two thrones, side by side. In one, the Queen of Canada sits to 

address the nation, if she should come here.  
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At other times, her representative, the Governor General of Canada uses it on occasions such as 

the opening of Parliament. From there is read the throne speech that tells Canada’s people what its 

government – not just the House of Commons, but the Senate of Canada, as well – plans and 

hopes to achieve in each coming year. 

One might see above the thrones a marble bust in the likeness of a young Queen Victoria; the 

Queen of the British Empire at the time Canada became one unified nation in 1867. 

And on the walls along the sides of the chamber are eight splendid canvases that depict scenes 

from what in those contemporary times was called the Great War for Civilization, but now is 

chronicled in the world's history as World War One. 

The paintings do not depict a penchant for ferocity or a pervasive militarism such as is exuded in 

countries whose rulers wantonly subjugate their people by force of arms, and threaten to conquer 

and do harm to their neighbours. 

They glow with a sense of the time that this great nation evolved from those days at the beginning 

of that great conflict, when our citizens by law and custom were subjects of a world empire. 

They depict a time when there was fusion of all of the peoples of our great land, the burial of 

prejudices between them, all hewing together in one grand national spirit; suddenly, like a 

different light rising above our majestic mountains, our rugged shores, on a day of splendor and 

magnificent glow, the Canadian people became one. 

It was the majestic rising of a great new Canada, no longer the ward or adjunct of a global power; 

now a unified nation of unique people, free people, strong people, just people. 

There was a Second World War 20 years on, and our nation punched well above its weight. A 

tenth of the population went into uniform, fighting tyranny in Europe and in Africa and Asia. 

Many who had served in the Great War and were still able, once more served in our country’s 

swelling forces. 
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Then, 65 years ago this month, veterans of that Second War and thousands of younger Canadians 

volunteered to defend the fledgling nation of the Republic of Korea. More than 24,000 Canadians 

fought, and some died, throughout the three years of the Korean War. 

They went there in selfless nobility, to defend the brass bar of South Korea; to uphold and defend 

the symbolic gate that protected the people of that democratically elected new nation. Its new 

system of government was just two years old when it was invaded by would-be conquerors on 

June 25, 1950.   

Many who remained in the service later saw Canadians do similar things in many other nations 

around our world; and after most of them were well into retirement, they saw descendants 

continue such noble missions, including for an entire decade, in the war in Afghanistan. 

That splendid spirit has evolved. In a quiet magnificence, people from throughout the world have 

come to our Canadian shores. Maintaining their own heritage and language but adopting Canada’s 

as well, they have claimed Canada as their own, and stand fast and true for our nation.  

They have helped to enrich and toughen the fiber of the Flag that represents us, under which the 

spirit and the people of Canada may fulfill its wonderful, evolving destiny. 

My goodness, let us move forward together and rise on new days more strong and more free and 

more good, continue improving the lot of our land and our people, and giving of its abundance and 

of our skills and wills and our hearts to those who are less blessed. 

Let us not tear asunder that which sustains us and by reckless experiment or revolutionary zeal try 

to eradicate the forces of spirit that secure and protect and ensure that our people are well 

governed and well served. Let us not through rash action or reaction destroy what the brass bar 

represents, or why it is there. 

An unfettered oligarchy that passes its leader’s laws unchecked has been the undoing and scourge 

of many lesser nations of much longer history, such as some of those that we generously assist 

today. 
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Let us rejoice that in another 24 months our Canada will mark its 150th birthday - a very youthful 

nation by the clock of world history; an energetic and most blessed one by the standards of this 

new century. 

Our Governor General will approve for our Monarch the issuing of a medal of commemoration to 

some. All will have earned and deserve it. With our hearts and minds together and the sorrows of 

this day passed, we can move forward.  

We can open this great land of magnificent resources and remarkable, good people, and move in 

harmony and with gusto toward its golden destiny. 

Those are my thoughts as I begin my ninth decade. They have wavered at times, as the wind 

and the currents must do, but have been central in most of my life. I know that in this I am 

not alone. 

 


