
VHS Thoughts - 50 Years On 
 
Fifty years ago, I had no idea what an honour it was to have you elect that I 
should speak at our graduation to Mr Lorimer, Mr Reid, the staff, parents, family 
and friends on your behalf.  Thirty years ago, I was only marginally aware of the 
privilege of speaking to you about us.  Tonight, however, I am acutely conscious 
of what an honour and responsibility it is to have been asked again to reflect on 
our time at Vic High.  And for that, I thank you most sincerely. 
 
Sidebar - At the reunion at the Wardroom a few years ago, my wife Patricia was 
wandering around while I was talking with old friends, and someone came up to 
her and said he didn’t recognise her.  She explained that she was married to Peter 
McKinnon and the man replied “May God have mercy on your soul”, and turned 
and walked away.  That was her introduction to who I was at age 16. 
 
Be that as it may, I’m really pleased to be here tonight, and to be able to renew 
my valedictory address once again.  Tonight my theme is “Were We Special”? 
 
Some years ago, Patricia and I spent 35 days walking for 788 kms across Spain, 
on the Camino to Santiago de Compostela, and on that walk, we found a deep 
peace and tranquility that we were quite successful in holding onto for quite a 
while afterwards.  In the same way, I have always been able to keep Vic High very 
much alive in me over the last half century.  I assume that all of you have done 
the same, given that you’re all here for much the same reasons that I am here. I 
hold on to memories of the Vic High Auditorium, where it all started for me.  For 
others, it might be the old gym, or the new gym, or surreptitious exploratory 
excursions to the attic, or the wonderful old Fairey Tech building, or the sock 
hops, or pep rallies, or working on the Camosun, or favourite teachers, or even 
visits to the Tuck Shop.   
 
For each of us individually, I am sure that we all look back on our time at Vic 
High as a special time.  Of course, I imagine that most people look back on their 
teen years as being special.  But was our time really special?  And I’ve been 
wondering over the past few weeks if we were really special. 
 
We baby boomers were, and remain, a huge bubble in the world’s demographics, 
and we have dominated our times.  Certainly, as a generation of post-war babies, 
it was a special time and we were a very special generation.  We were born into 
the economic miracle of the world rebuilding itself after WWII, and retooling 
itself from a wartime economy into a peacetime economy (notwithstanding the 
cold war).  They built whole tracts of 900 square foot post war bungalows for us 
to be brought up in.  And built elementary schools to start off our educations, and 
then built high schools (or new wings on old high schools), then universities at 
which many of us continued our educations.  We grew up in a baby boom centred 
world, created largely because of us, and for us.  Furthermore, the baby boomers 
were the first generation of Canadians in the 20th century that were not asked to 



go to war and kill people in a faraway land.  In Europe, their baby boomers were 
the first generation in hundreds of years to do likewise. 
 
Narrowing down to the few years that we were at Vic High, our time here was 
certainly special.  It was right at the turning point in the massive social upheavals 
of “the sixties”.  Our years here were like a sort of social hinge, joining the old 
post-war world and the new.  Looking through the head shots in the Camosuns in 
those years reveals the profound changes in society, in things as small as the 
changes in hairstyles and clothes.  I’m sure none of us mourn the disappearance 
of the backcombed beehive.  I remember Ian Pool always taking circuitous routes 
from class to class, to avoid walking past the General Office for fear that Mr 
Lorimer or Mr Reid would call him out on his hair being too long – actually over 
his ears! Worldwide, 1965-1968 saw the first real stirrings of the women’s 
movement, and the early solid successes of the Civil Rights Movement in the 
States.  There were the many ways that the Roman Catholic church reformed 
itself in the aftermath of Vatican II in 1967.  The new Canadian flag came in 1965.  
There was the Centennial year, and the great rise of national pride at Expo 67. 
And “The Pill” started to become widely available in our time here. And I’m sure 
that many of us can name the first person that we knew who had had a puff on a 
marijuana cigarette (right Marvin?).  The first Love In at Beacon Hill Park was in 
May of 1967. And a year later, our hot new Prime Minister Trudeau landed by 
helicopter at Beacon Hill. And the summer of love and Woodstock were on the 
horizon, too.   
 
And even though we felt worldly, in retrospect it was a time of great innocence.  
Our few years here at Vic High were before the summer of student riots in Paris, 
and the riots at the Chicago Democratic National Convention, and the years of 
anti-war demonstrations in the streets of America, and the shootings at Kent 
State University.  It was before recreational drugs became hard, addictive and 
deadly. And it was before the scourge of fatal sexually transmitted diseases. 
Soviet tanks had not yet rolled into Czechoslovakia to end The Prague Spring.  
The FLQ was just blowing up mailboxes on the streets of Montreal; the October 
Crisis wasn’t until 1970.  
 
I don’t think I’m looking back on those years with rose tinted glasses.  It was a 
special time indeed. 
 
So, we were special as a generation, growing and our years here were special, too, 
growing up in a special Canada. 
 
So, was Victoria a special place to grow up?  Sorry, that’s a stupid question. 
 
Well then, is Vic High a special school?  You bet it is. It was conceived and built 
as a large statement of civic pride.  The quasi Northern Renaissance Revival 
architecture was intended to impress, and it does to this day.  It was designed to 
be a great educational centre of a capital city.  The historical boards of former 
student leaders at the front entrance were terribly impressive to this 15 year old, 



and still are to this 66 year old.  A group of significant graduates was recognized 
recently at the Black and Gold dinner, and I’m sure that each of us can think of 
other grads who should be added to that list.  The video that the current Principal 
produced recently about the school shows clearly that Vic High is continuing to 
be a special school. 
 
But were we special?  I think so.  The class of ’68 has proven itself to be 
exemplary, having organized quite a number of reunions, both at school wide 
celebrations, and like this one this weekend.  And the class of ‘68 has raised 
terrific sums of money for the school.  But a group is always and only made up of 
individuals, and it is individuals that drive things.  And, clearly, we are a group of 
special individuals – tonight, of course, we can think of Roger, Mary Ann, Bob, 
Eric, Gary, Jackie, Jan, Cathy, JoAnne, Ken, Pat, and Sandi, who have organised 
this event, and deserve our thanks. 
 
On a completely other note, it seems that a remarkable number of us are still 
alive.  By contrast, about a fifth of my 1970 class of officer trainees in the navy 
have gone on to their great rewards. Here at school, the first person of roughly 
my age to die was Michelle Conn, and her death shook me to the core at the time, 
that someone as bright and lively and vivacious as her could have her life snuffed 
out in something as banal and senseless as a car accident, and this still baffles 
me.  And the most recent is Rita Bray’s whose passing I heard about just a couple 
of days ago. 
 
So, to end, I’d like to borrow something from my days in the navy, namely the 
toast of the day, and I will propose that we recharge our glasses and stand for 
two.  I will use Sunday’s toast right now.  Please join me in a toast to our absent 
friends. 
 
And I’ll end with Wednesday’s toast of the day: to ourselves. Come give a cheers!  
 
Thank you, and I’ll see at the 60th. 
Peter McKinnon VHS ‘68 

 
 


