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If you didn’t live in the Kootenays in 
the not-too-distant past, you may find 
it hard to believe that Doukhobor 
leader Peter Verigin was assassinated 
near Farron, BC—between Castlegar 
and Christina Lake—by a bomb in his 
train carriage. Some Doukhobors were 
convinced that Verigin was murdered at 
the behest of the Canadian government. 
And some of the group he was travel-
ling with, a Doukhobor faction called 
the Sons of Freedom, used to light their 
own houses and public buildings on fire, 
then take off their clothes and watch the 
flames, naked, as a form of protest.  

ESCAPING PERSECUTION IN Russia 
for their religious beliefs emphasizing 
peace and equality, and rejecting materi-
alism, the Doukhobor people immigrat-
ed to BC between 1899 and 1914, with 
6,000 reported as settling near Grand 
Forks in 1908. Their self-sufficient com-
munities with orchards, brickyards and 
a bourgeoning jam factory flourished. 
To this day, Doukhobors are known for 
their religious pacifism, communal liv-
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ing, agrarian traditions and vegetarian-
ism. And the majority of Doukhobors, 
many of whom famously sing in church 
choirs, want nothing to do with the Sons 
of Freedom. 

Verigin and eight other train passen-
gers were killed in 1924—an unresolved 
mystery. The last reported arsonist from 
a member of the Sons of Freedom was 
an 81-year-old woman named Mary 
Braun. In 2001, she was handed a six-
year sentence (her 15th arson convic-
tion) for setting fire to Selkirk College 
in Castlegar, causing $350,000 in dam-
age. Mary protested by disrobing in 
the courtroom. Terry Severyn, age 70, 

remembers buying veg-
etables from “Doukhobor 
Mary” until she was sent 
to the slammer. 

“For something to do, 
us kids went to the court-
house—my Ukrainian 
dad got us in. He was the 
local policeman and he 
understood the Doukho-
bor’s language,” says Sev-
eryn. “The Sons of Free-
dom would also watch the 
court proceedings and if 
they didn’t like the out-
come, women would pull 
a cord on their dresses and 

their clothes would immediately fall off. 
Sometimes, the sect walked down Nel-
son’s main street naked and it was not a 
turn-on,” he says, laughing. “But it wasn’t 
fun seeing them hosed down by the fire 
department and then sent to jail.”

TERRY GREW UP in Nelson in the 
1960s. He remembers going to funer-
als with his dad, fascinated by the “tre-
mendous choirs, the best vocalists in the 
world” and he remembers eating deli-
cious food. He also remembers when 
two Sons of Freedom leaders blew up 
the bus depot. “At night the cops went 
around town checking doors to make 
sure they were locked. My dad checked 
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Left: Sons of Freedom members 
light one of their houses on fire 
and strip down in protest. Inset: 
Doukhobor leader Peter Verigin.

Funeral procession  
for Peter Verigin at 
Brilliant, in 1924.
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the Greyhound bus depot door and 
it blew up. Miraculously, they weren’t 
good at building bombs and, amazingly, 
dad never spoke badly about them.” 

Severyn went to school with Sons of 
Freedom kids and sometimes went to 
their homes, which had tar-paper exte-
riors. Since they were anti-government, 
they often didn’t finish building their 
houses to avoid paying taxes. They left 
tar paper on the outside so the govern-
ment deemed the house incomplete. If a 
neighbour finished building their home 
it would be ‘sanctified,’ AKA torched. 
“In Gilpin, there was a row of unfin-
ished houses all with tar paper but for 
one with stucco—obviously that family 
didn’t know the rules.” Terry doesn’t re-
member for how long the stucco house 
stood. 

DOROTHY DERGOUSOFF REMEM-
BERS growing up in Grand Forks with 
her Doukhobor grandparents. “I con-
nected to a lot of spirituality with them, 
but my aunt in Gilpin had strong ties to 
the Sons of Freedom,” says Dergousoff. 
Her aunt participated in the Sons of 
Freedom trek to Nelson from Thrums 
to protest Peter P. Verigan’s arrest—he 
was the son of murdered Verigin. The 
group was stopped by the provincial 
police who sprayed them with itch-
ing powder, and as a result—you know 
what happened next—they got naked. 
Fifty women and 54 men were arrested 
and sentenced to six months in prison 
for indecent exposure. The remaining 
537 people (124 families) were taken 
to a Christian Community of Univer-
sal Brotherhood property—a Doukho-
bor organization—near Salmo where 
they wintered with little provisions and 
many nearly starved. Today, Dorothy 
lives in Castlegar where she is a member 
of the United Spiritual Communities of 
Christ (USCC). She sings in the choir 
and is chairperson of the Doukhobor 
Discovery Centre board. 

“The Doukhobors were instrumen-
tal in Castlegar’s economic wellbeing,” 
she adds. “Today, many of them are 
teachers, lawyers and accountants, and 
most of us are gardeners. My upbring-
ing reflects the Doukhobor lifestyle— 

gardening is an absolute must and my 
entire family is vegetarian.” 

AMONG 1,600 DONATED artifacts, 
the Doukhobor Discovery Centre in 
Castlegar has the remains of the clothes 
Verigin was wearing when he was blown 
up, along with a statue of Leo Tolstoy 
(yes, the author of War and Peace). The 
Russian writer helped the Doukhobors 
by donating royalties from his book, 
Resurrection, to help finance their emi-
gration to Canada. “The centre also fea-
tures a replica of a typical village with 10 
historical buildings on 10 acres of land, 
including the banya (bath house), an 
authentic blacksmith shop moved here 
from a nearby village and a house built 
for Peter Verigan,” says museum director 
Ryan Dutchak. 

“One Doukhobor board member told 
me that growing up they often weren’t 
allowed to go to Grandma’s house be-
cause you never knew when she might 
light her materialistic house on fire.” 
Ryan wants to emphasize that despite 

100 burnings and bombings in the Koo-
tenay area, the Sons of Freedom were 
the smallest group, but they created a 
huge negative impact in the 20th centu-
ry due to sensationalist media coverage 
of nudity and arson. 

“Now the law-abiding Doukhobor 
community is changing that image. 
Choirs are a big part of culture and reli-
gion and they sing hymns to promote a 
more correct understanding.” 

DOUKHOBOR TOUR
Start at the Doukhobor Discovery Cen-
tre in Castlegar. It features audio/visual 
galleries and interactive displays to illus-
trate and demonstrate Doukhobor cul-
ture and heritage. It is well worth spend-
ing a few hours there. 

Download the app called “On this 
Spot” and type Castlegar. The tour begins 
at the Brilliant Suspension Bridge, built 
in 1913, and one of the few Doukhobor 
sites still standing. It continues across the 
Kootenay River to where the jam fac-
tory once stood. Verigan’s tomb is on  

• Today, almost 4,000 Canadians 
self-identify as Doukhobor, and though 
they may not maintain all the traditions 
of their forefathers, their history and 
passion lives on.

• The Doukhobor religious faith was 
likely born during a period of turmoil 
and unrest in 17th Century Russia. 
They came to believe that the Russian 
Orthodox Church was corrupt and that 
God did not live within the walls of the 
church but in each person themselves.

• They were first labeled “Ikonabors” 
for their rejection of icons. The name 
Doukhobors, meaning spirit wrestlers, 
comes from Doukho-bortsi, coined by 
Archbishop Ambrosius (1785) to iden-
tify this peasant group as heretics to the 
Orthodox faithful. The name meant, in 
the Church’s opinion, that these people 
were doing war against the Holy Spirit.

• Doukhobors are also known for their 
cappella songs born of their faith and 
suffering, skilled bread-baking and their 
textiles. 

• Their love of simplicity is summarized 
in their motto, Toil and Peaceful Life. 

O T H E R  F A C T O I D S

Right: The Doukhobor  
Discovery Centre,   
Castlegar.  
Below: Brilliant  
Suspension Bridge.
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Robson Road—the same road you park 
on to get to the suspension bridge. Ver-
igan Memorial Park is on Google Maps.

The app doesn’t include the Douk-
hobor cemetery, which is well worth 
the hike. From Castlegar there’s a sub-
division called Ootischenia,  on the 
Columbia River. Follow signs to the Oo-
tischenia landfill and keep going, past a 
few deserted Doukhobor farms and a 
gravel pit. You aren’t allowed to stop be-
cause the gravel pit is private property so 
keep driving past to the Trans-Canada 
Trail that starts on the other side of the 
gravel pit. There’s a fairly rough down-
hill road, about two kilometres to the 
gate, which is driveable with a heavy 
SUV that has good clearance as the road 
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Did you know that 
between 1953 and 1959, 
about 200 Doukhobor 
children were taken from 
their homes and confined 
to an institution in New 
Denver, complete with 
chain-link fence? They 
were taken because their 
Sons of Freedom parents, 
opposed to government 

institutions, refused to 
send them to school or 
were in prison because of 
radical protests includ-
ing arsons, bombings 
and nude parades. The 
government has still not 
formally apologized 
for the mental, physical 
and emotional abuse it 
caused to Doukhobor 

families, although BC’s 
ombudsperson says he’s 
heartened to hear the 
BC government plans to 
apologize. According to 
MyKootenayNow news 
in July 2023, Attorney 
General Niki Sharma said 
government is “prepared 
to issue an apology this 
fall.”
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isn’t maintained. Or you can walk. Park 
at the gate and about a half kilometre 
along the trail there’s a fork in the road 
with a sign: Trans-Canada Trail to the 
left and the old Doukhobor settlement 
to the right. The BC Trails Recreation 
Site is called Champion Creek. 

Here is a pretty field with picnic tables 

and the cemetery is straight ahead. Most 
of the headstones are in Cyrillic script—
the Russian alphabet. Walk down a 
gentle slope to a little beach and a lovely 
swimming hole. End the day at the 
Hume Hotel in Nelson with a bowl of 
excellent Doukhobor-style homemade 
borscht (vegetarian, of course).  

A Doukhobor choir in 
the rotunda of the Legis-
lative Building in 1975.Hume Hotel, 

Nelson.
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