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AIKINS, Carroll (1888-1967) 

Carroll Aikins, poet, playwright and drama director, was a romantic, looked like one and lived like one. He 
was one of the most distinguished citizens of the Okanagan and, for a while, put Naramata on the map in the 
minds of people in eastern Canada, England and the United States. 

Born in 1888 into a distinguished family, Carroll Aikins might have been expected to follow a successful busi-
ness or political career. His maternal grandfather, the honourable C. C. Colby, represented Stanstead, Quebec, 
in the House of Commons from 1867 to 1891. He was president of the Privy Council under Sir John A. 
McDonald and author of a book, ñParliamentary Government in Canada.ò He was described as one of the 
ablest debaters ever heard in the house. 

His uncle, C.W. Colby, was professor of history at McGill University, author of ñCanadian Types of the Old 
Regimeò and ñThe Founders of New France.ò Later he became a very successful businessman. 

His paternal grandfather, James Cox Aikins was Secretary of State under McDonald and became Lieutenant 
Governor of Manitoba. His uncle, Sir J.A.M. Aikins, was also Lieutenant Governor of Manitoba. His father, 
Somerset Aikins, sat for a short time in the Manitoba Legislature. 

Carroll was educated in Winnipeg at St. Johnôs, a private school run by the Anglican Church. He told one of 
his Naramata Drama students, Mrs. John McDougal of Vancouver, the he also spent some time in Europe with 
a tutor, which is perhaps where he acquired his love of the theatre. For one or two winters, he went to school in 
Dijon, France, and he traveled in Germany with his mother enough to acquire a knowledge of the language, 
since he later translated a German book on Buddhist thought. 

He attended McGill University in Montreal for one term, but later left because he did not take to academic life. 
Because of a spot on his lung, he spent several years in Sicily and Tunisia. Then in 1908, when he was 20, his 
father bought him orchard land in Naramata. 

Since he shared the aversion of the turn-of-the-century aesthetes for bourgeois respectability, he gladly left his 
Winnipeg environment and came west for adventure. He started to clear and plough the land with the help of 
Chinese workers. Eventually, he owned 100 acres of orchard. ñI took to the whole thing like a duck to the wa-
ter,ò he told a neighbour. ñIt was an adventure!ò 

Author Unknown 
Compiled by Naramata Museum 
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In 1913, he married Katherine Foster, daughter of the American Consul-General in Ottawa and brought his 
cultivated bride, a graduate of Vassar College, to the raw young community of Naramata, with its lack of elec-
tricity and other amenities. Mrs. Aikins later spoke of their honeymoon in Windermere in their car, an E.M. 
Flanders. In Windermere where the populace had never seen a car, she said that they had to have gas brought 
from Golden in four gallon cans which cost one dollar each. 

During the 1914-1918 war, Carroll tried to enlist in the ambulance corps but was rejected because of his 
health, so he continued enthusiastically building up his orchard. 

He showed a good deal of imagination and ingenuity in his work. For instance, one scorching summer a lot of 
the young trees were suffering, so he rushed to Vancouver and, not finding a diesel engine, quickly he bought 
a fire engine. ñIt had a superb lot of brass,ò he told me, obviously enjoying the dramatic effect it made ñand a 
bell which was worked by a foot pedal. It arrived on a flat car at Arawana and was driven down triumphantly, 
the bell clanging all the way.ò 

In the meanwhile, the Chinese workers had assembled lengths of pipe up the cliff from the lake to provide wa-
ter and they were kept busy stoking the fire engine with coal night and day until the weather modified and it 
was obvious the trees would survive. 

Another instance in which he put his imagination to practical use occurred in 1920 when he wanted electricity 
for the little theatre which he was building on his orchard. He found a generator in an abandoned mine and by 
attaching it to his tractor, provided the necessary power. 

In 1917, a book of his poems was published in Canada. One of the poems, ñA Prairie Cabinò was included in 
an anthology of Canadian Poetry for use in British Columbia Schools. 

In 1919, the Birmingham Repertory Theatre in England produced his play, ñThe God of Godsò, which deals 
with a romantic subject; a pair of tragic North American Indian lovers caught in a web of superstition. It is 
doubtful if the customs described ever existed, but the situation is full of drama and color. It was referred to by 
a Birmingham newspaper writer in these words: ñIt is one of those rare artistic delicacies reserved for the favor 
of the comparatively small band of enthusiastic people who delight in ñart for artôs sake.ò The play was re-
vived in 1931, playing at the Everyman Theatre in Hampstead, England. 

In 1920, the Aikins started to build the theatre which was mentioned earlier, over the packinghouse on their 
orchard. The idea was to found a Canadian theatre with Canadian playwrights and actors. Aspiring young stu-
dents could come to Naramata to pick fruit in the daytime and to study and rehearse plays in the evening. Their 
tuition would be free and they would learn all the crafts of the theatre, including making scenery and costumes. 
They were to be billeted with local people, pay one dollar per day for their board. The following is an account 
of the theatre by Mrs. Aikins, incomplete because she died before finishing it. 

In the late summer of 1919, my husbandôs play, ñThe God of Godsò was produced in England. Not feeling 
able to go over and see it was a great frustration and my husband began to think in terms of having his own 
theatre to produce his own plays and others by young Canadian authors. 

My husband became very busy with plans for building a small theatre combined with a utilitarian packing 
house. He worked out the architecture himself and then secured the help of Lee Simonson, dean of New York 
theatre architecture and lighting to help with all the details. The building started in the spring of 1920. It was 
the first ñLittle Theatreò in western Canada or (western) United States. 

To have a cyclorama, or sky dome, that received all the sight lines from the audience, the stage was not raised 
at all but all the seats were raised and were 20 feet from the proscenium. This gave an unexpected sense of 
distance and illusion of reality and intimacy. 

The lighting was a fascinating innovation to all of us, again designed by Mr. Simonson. The dimmer box with 
flexible levers for changing and lowering lights, was a platform in the floor just in front of the seating and was 
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raised or lowered from the packing house below by a jack system. Spot lights and larger banks of lights were 
used both on the beams, high above the stage, and from the wings on both sides. 

Above the stage on both sides, were dressing rooms and on the south side was a large work room for making 
scenery, with a large paint table designed by my husband with compartments for different colors of calciums, 
brushes and all painting requirements. In this room were also tools for making scenery flats, covered with bur-
lap, beaverboard for silhouettes of mountains or houses and towns, and lumber for simple platforms and steps 
for interiors. There were grey flannelette curtains that took the light beautifully, and also material for making 
costumes was there. Everyone had to turn his or her hand to various arts or crafts of stage sets and lighting. 
At the entrance to the theatre, at the top of the long stairs was a foyer with small gate legged table, Chinese 
chairs, chests of drawers and on the wall were hung a few photographs. The whole Little Theatre was a distin-
guished achievement. There were write-ups in papers and magazines in the east and west and a call went out 
for students who might like to earn their way picking fruit and the result was astonishing. It appealed strongly 
to the mood of the 20s. 

The formal opening of the theatre took place in the spring of 1920. The Prime Minister of Canada, the Honor-
able Mr. Meighen and his wife got off the train at Arawana and were met by Mr JM Robinson and my husband 
and that was the occasion for speeches by Mr Meighen and Mr Robinson and the written program of the ob-
jectives by my husband. Our son Colby, age three and a half presented a bouquet of flowers to Mrs. Meighen. 

When the building was completed and the formal opening by the Prime Minister, we had a trial production of 
ñThe Tinkers Weddingò using boys working on the farm and other locals including Gladys Robinson who was 
a steady and charming recruit to our group. Dorothy Robinson became a skilled manipulator of the lights and 
dimmer box. It was a ridiculous play to attempt as a FIRST. We played it just once to a farm audience and 
friends and there wasnôt a smile to encourage us. We knew how terrible it was but learned a lot from it! That 
was the early fall of 1920. 

That winter we worked recruiting a group of students and a teacher of dancing from the New York Neighbour-
hood Playhouse, also a brilliant pianist Henrrietta Micchelson. Students came from Vancouver, Toronto, Lon-
don Ontario, Hamilton and Calgary. 

After a busy winter of organization, including turning the old barn into a communal dining room which contin-
ued to have a slight ñhoirsetò odor in spite of much scrubbing and calcimining, we found ourselves with a lo-
cal group that wanted to help, both with the technical side and acting and proceeded with our first public pro-
duction of two short plays ñNeighboursò by Zona Gale and ñWill o the Wispò by Doris Halman. Taking part 
in the first were Mrs. Ruth Rounds, Miss L Young and Mr and Mrs Alex McNicoll of Penticton. Others were 
Mrs. Gwen Robinson, Miss B May, Mrs. Miller and behind the scenes music was provided by Mr Keith Whim-
ster on violin and myself on the piano. These two plays went very well and we had a good audience. Harold 
Mitchell was a tower of strength behind scenes, changing scenery and adjusting lights. I remember ñfluffingò 
some lines in one of the plays, to my horror, but the rest of the cast carried on nobly and no one knew that I 
had skipped some lines.ò 

Such were the ambitious plans made by the Aikins and their enthusiastic students. Who knows if the plans 
might have been carried out if the fruit industry had not gone into a decline and Carroll had not found himself 
heavily in debt. The company never went on tour - the theatre was abandoned. It and the packing house were 
later torn down and only the first floor, which was used for storage, is still seen from Aikins Loop. 

The demise of the little theatre must have disappointed the residents of the valley, for it had the enthusiastic 
support of the people  of Naramata. 

Finances had been very difficult for some time even before the decline in the fruit industry. His daughters tell 
the amusing story of an example of his aristocratic contempt for the mundane matter of money. A representa-
tive of the family in Winnipeg had been sent to warn him to stop pouring so much money into the theatre. In 
fact, that gentleman told him if he continued such extravagance his children would be going without clothes. 
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ñIn that case,ò said Carroll magnificently, ñthey shall grow fur!ò 

Finances being difficult, he taught drama in Vancouver for a winter or two. Then in 1927 he accepted Vincent 
Masseyôs offer to direct the Hart House Theatre in Toronto which he did very successfully, judging by an ac-
count written by a Toronto Globe critic. 

However, after two seasons, Carroll resigned due to a difference with Mr Massey over programming and left 
for New York where he was unsuccessful in finding employment. He turned next to Hollywood, hoping to 
have a play he had written about Paul Bunyan filmed. But refusing to abandon his artistic standards in com-
mercially minded Hollywood, they decided to return home - firstly giving their daughter Katherine a chance to 
go to school with Jackie Cooper and other child actors. 

After 1929, Carroll directed his talents and energies into building their future home on the lake. Not having 
money for the house, he began with the extensive walls, which his elder son, The Honorable Mr. Justice John 
S Aikins of the BC Court of Appeal remembers working on in the summers. As money came in from time to 
time, the stately pyramidalis trees which line the driveway were planted as were the large gardens along Ara-
wana Creek. He also built a large, attractive cabin on Beaconsfield Mountain where he used to get away from 
it all on occasion. 

After the Second World War, an inheritance permitted them to build their beautiful home. 

In later years, he and his wife spent their winters in the southern United States or Mexico, or in Europe, where 
Mrs Aikins died while on a cruise in the Mediterranean. She is buried in Aden. Carroll died in Vancouver in 
1967 and is buried in the Naramata cemetery. 

Carroll Aikins has left a memory of himself as a man of artistic talent and vision, many years ahead of his time 
in his attempt to found a national theatre. He is also remembered for his generosity in lending books from his 
extensive library which was described by a newspaper that he perhaps had the most comprehensive collection 
of books in Canada. 

Mrs. Arnold Beichman (Caroll) his younger daughter who now owns the family home, describes him as very 
western in sentiment, particularly enjoying the tales of pioneer times told by his rancher friends. He was also a 
cultivated man with a charming manner, who enjoyed living in gracious surrounding with all the luxuries he 
could afford. 

A number of picturesque stories are told about him. He told a neighbour that he never opened bills or letters 
from the bank, throwing them instead into an old top hat (or his older son thinks into a wire basket). When a 
little money came in he would pick one at random and pay it. One day he went into the bank to see about his 
usual overdraught, but as it happened, it had been paid by a cheque from Winnipeg, a fact of which the bank 
had informed him in one of the unopened letters. Asked by Charlie Bennett, the bank manager, how he knew 
when he had an overdraft, he replied, ñI get a burning feeling in the seat of my pants!ò 

His poems, though few in number, deserved to be remembered by posterity. Perhaps his romantic spirit can be 
felt best in his poem ñIn the Orchardò 

I see God in my orchard every hour 

And in the downward pulses of the sun 

I feel his heart beat éé 

And in the vast unventured hill I see 

The awful measure of his majesty 

- - - 

AIKINS, Carroll (1888-1967) 
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