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This MysteryQuest examines the factors leading to the murder in 1880 of the notorious 
Donnelly family in southwestern Ontario. Students learn to þnd evidence in textual sources 
to support causal explanations as they examine the roots of conÿict among immigrant groups 
in 19th century Canada. 
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Å religious conÿict and immigrant relations in 19th century Canada
Å historical causation
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Å Identify relevant statements in the assigned documents and draw conclusions about their implications 
for the role of religious hatred in the conÿict in Biddulph Township.

Å Do these documents provide enough evidence to justify a more extensive examination of the theory that 
religious hatred was a main source of the conÿict in Biddulph Township?

Å Students will learn to þnd evidence in textual sources to support a causal explanation of a historical 
mystery. 

Å Students will learn about the conÿict, particularly religious tensions, among immigrant groups in 19th 
century Canada.

Å knowledge of the social, economic, and political conditions surrounding the massacre of the òBlackó 
Donnellys 
Å knowledge of religious conÿict, famine, and migrations in the 19th century 

Å criteria for use of historical evidence (e.g., relevant to the topic, plausible conclusions drawn)
Å criteria for sound conclusion (e.g., plausible, supported with accurate evidence)

Å historical causation

Å data charts

This lesson can be used as a self-directed activity by having students individually or in pairs work their way 
through the guided instructions and support material found at http://www.mysteryquests.ca/quests/05/indexen.
html.

On the following pages are suggested modiþcations of the self-guided procedures found on the MysteryQuest 
website for use with a class of students. For convenience, each support material and set of directions found 
on the website is reproduced next to the relevant suggestions for whole class instruction.
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ñ Using the instructions for Step 1: Think about 
historical explanations as a guide, read the 
þ ctional story of the death of John Smith to the 
class.

ñ Invite students to discuss among themselves the 
causes of Mr. Smithõs death.

ñ Draw out the importance historians attach to 
explaining why historical events occurred.

ñ Invite students to distinguish between particular 
personal causes (e.g., Mr. Smith had run out of 
cigarettes, was hit by a car) and broader social 
inÿ uences (e.g., Mr. Smith was a victim of lax 
law enforcement and indifference to public 
safety). 

ñ Direct students to read the background informa-
tion sheet Causal Explanations in History for 
more about historiansõ search for underlying 
causes.

ñ Using Introduction as a guide, explain to students 
the challenge that is the focus of their investiga-
tion. 

ñ Using The Task as a guide, outline the activities 
that students will undertake.

ñ You may want to download and display pictures 
of the township and other related events. 
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ñ Using Step 2: Review the facts of the case as 
a guide, duplicate and distribute copies of The 
Massacre of the òBlackó Donnellys to students, 
individually or in pairs. 

ñ You may want to direct students to other links on 
the main website, found at http://www.canadian-
mysteries.ca/sites/donnellys/home/indexen.html, 
to learn more about this notorious family.

ñ Using Step 3: Examine the historical causes as 
a guide, explain to students that three theories 
have been offered for the underlying conÿ ict that 
brought about the Donnellysõ murder.

MysteryQuest 5
Support Materials 1 (Brieý ng Sheet)

The Massacre of the òBlackó Donnellys
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ñ Distribute copies of the brieþ ng sheet Roots of Conÿ ict in Biddulph 
Township and the activity sheet Examining the Roots of the Conÿ ict 
to students, individually or in pairs. 

ñ Review with students any vocabulary that may cause difþ culty, includ-
ing the terms Whiteboys and Blackfeet.

ñ Instruct students to use the information on this brieþ ng sheet and the 
earlier one on the Donnellys as the basis for summarizing the three 
main theories. Direct students to record any evidence they þ nd in these 
brieþ ng sheets to support each theory.

ñ Arrange for students to share their summaries and evidence with other 
students. Invite students to indicate which theory was the most likely 
cause and to support their conclusions.

ñ Using Step 4: Look for evidence as a guide, explain 
to students that they will now work individually 
or in pairs to examine þ ve primary documents to 
see whether religious hatred looks to be a likely 
underlying cause of the conÿ ict.

MysteryQuest 5
Support Materials 2 (Brieý ng Sheet)

Roots of Conÿ ict in Biddulph Township

MysteryQuest 5 Support Materials 3 (Activity Sheet)

Examining the Roots of the Conflict 

Summary of the theory Evidence to support the theory

Religious
Hatred

A Culture of 
Lawless
Violence

Conflict over 
Land

Great Unsolved Mysteries in Canadian History�
MysteryQuest 5 - Religious Conflict and the Search for Historical Explanations

MysteryQuest 5 Home Website - Heaven & Hell on Earth: The Massacre of the “Black” Donnellys
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ñ Using Evidence in the Case as a guide, introduce 
each of the primary sources and distribute them 
to students.

ñ Distribute copies of Looking for Evidence of Religious Conÿ ict to 
each pair of students. Students will need one sheet for each document 
they are to examine. In addition to recording information about the 
nature of the document, its author, and the main idea, students are to 
note statements that relate in any way to the causes of the conÿ ict. 
For each statement, they are to indicate whether or not it supports the 
religious hatred explanation for the conÿ ict and provide reasons for 
their conclusion.

ñ If you anticipate that students may have difþ culty with this activity, 
select one of the three shorter documents and demonstrate this analysis 
with the entire class.

ñ Using Step 5: Prepare your recommendation as 
a guide, ask students to discuss their þ ndings in 
groups once they have completed charts for each 
of the documents they have analysed.

ñ Present the critical challenge: Do these documents 
provide enough evidence of religious conÿ ict in 
Biddulph Township to justify a more extensive 
examination of this theory?

ñ Hold a class debate or assign students individually 
to prepare a 250-word report presenting and defending their conclusions in light of all of the primary and secondary 
documents  examined.

MysteryQuest 5 Support Materials 4 (Activity Sheet)

Looking for Evidence of Religious Conflict

Document title:

What is the nature of the document? 

What do we know about who created it? 

What is the main message? 

Record statements from the document that relate in any way to the causes of the conflict.
For each statement, indicate whether or not it supports the religious hatred explanation for
the conflict and provide reasons for your conclusion.

Statement in the 
document

Conclusions about the cause of 
the conflict

Reasons for this 
conclusion

��a cause that has little to do with
religious conflict�

��a cause that might involve religious
conflict

��a cause that definitely involves
religious conflict

��a cause that has little to do with
religious conflict

��a cause that might involve religious
conflict

��a cause that definitely involves
religious conflict

��a cause that has little to do with
religious conflict�

��a cause that might involve religious
conflict

��a cause that definitely involves
religious conflict

��a cause that has little to do with
religious conflict

��a cause that might involve religious
conflict

��a cause that definitely involves
religious conflict
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