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Thirty years ago, an 
unlikely hero completed 
the cross-Canada run 
that Terry Fox inspired. 
Why Steve Fonyo—Man of 
the Year, frequent felon—
must never be forgotten
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found himself listening carefully. After 
Fox died in 1981, Fonyo received an 
epiphany of sorts, directing him to fin-
ish what Fox could not. “It came to me 
overnight. It was like a dream or some-
thing, like another force.” At first, he re-
sisted. He’d never liked sports and wasn’t 
athletic even before his leg was removed. 
Plus, he was hardly philanthropic. “My 
heart wasn’t there, not like Terry Fox’s. 
I always was a nice guy—I like helping 
people—but I wasn’t interested in any 
way in running across Canada.” 

The idea haunted him, however. He 
couldn’t get it out of his head. Finally 
he unloaded on a few people, including 

his doctor. “What I was hoping for was, 
‘You’re crazy, just relax, take it easy,’ but I 
didn’t get any of that. I was getting sup-
port. Which was the last thing I wanted.”

Not everyone was supportive. Many 
local disabled athletes who had ral-
lied around Terry Fox shunned Fonyo, 
chafing at his arrogance. Fonyo’s initial 
attempts to get the B.C. chapter of the 
Canadian Cancer Society onboard were 
rejected—with good reason, says Peter 
Caldwell, who was belatedly hired in 
1984 to coordinate Fonyo’s already-in-
progress run. “After Terry died, the can-
cer society was being besieged by people 
who wanted to do something,” he says. 
“People had wild and wacky ideas. They 
wanted to pogo-stick across Canada; they 
wanted to roller-skate across Canada.” 
But the society was very protective of 
Fox’s image and was wary about getting 
involved in anything that could taint ei-
ther of them. Everybody got the brushoff.

After being practically thrown out of 
the charity’s office, Fonyo claims, his 
resolve was cemented. On March 31, 
1984, with the cancer society still on 
the sidelines, Steve Fonyo dipped his 
artificial leg into the ocean at St. John’s, 
Newfoundland, beginning the Journey 
for Lives. From the outset, there were 
problems. Trainer Romeo Gadbois quit 
early on, accusing the 18-year-old of 

fabricating ailments. Unsubstantiated ru-
mours of donation skimming were whis-
pered, as were accusations—patently 
false, according to Caldwell—that Fonyo 
cheated by occasionally grabbing a ride. 
Fonyo’s father, headstrong and unyield-
ing, was a constant thorn to many. And 
always present, the spectre of Terry Fox, 
haunting the run and diminishing the 
runner by contrast.

There was also the man himself. Fonyo 
would sometimes not show for sched-
uled events, and when he did, he’d often 
give the same tired, uninspiring speech 
he’d given the day before, and the day 
before that. He was too gruff, too churl-

ish, too inarticulate to warm to.
Yet after Fonyo passed Thunder Bay, 

the marker where Fox was forced to 
abandon his dream, something changed. 
As he got farther west, the crowds grew 
larger, more enthusiastic. He won our re-
spect when he conquered the Prairies in 
the dead of winter; it deepened when he 
traversed the Rockies. On May 29, 1985, 
when Fonyo poured a vial of Atlantic 
seawater into the Pacific at Mile 0,  
he was anointed a true Canadian hero, 
one of the very few. We might never have 
loved him as much as his predecessor, 
but we calibrated our expectations and 
toasted him as a different kind of cham-
pion: a man of the people, Everyman. He 
had no airs. He was one of us.

But in celebrating him, we blurred the 
distinction between the actor and the 
act. This was entirely understandable 
and wholly unfortunate. It is, of course, 
a tautology to say that without Steve 
Fonyo there would have been no run. 
It is, however, equally true to say that 
without the run, there would have been 
no Steve Fonyo, at least as he eventually 
became. It made him, defined him pub-
licly, cast parameters around who and 
what he could be, squeezing him into a 
role for which he was almost uniquely 
unsuited. How unsuited would soon 
become apparent.

L
ast evening, Fonyo was 
sick. Flat on his ass, 
writhing on the floor 
sick. He’s feeling better 
now, but the night was 
long and hard. “It was 
bad,” he says. “I was 

that close to going to emergency.
Over the last while, he’s been throwing 

up. He smokes, Canadian Blue King Size. 
He thinks the cause of his current dif-
ficulties could be a vitamin deficiency.

“He eats a lot of junk food,” says Lisa.
“Not that much.”
“When you go to the store you buy ice 

cream, cereal, milk, and usually choco-
late. That’s your four staples right there.”

The Fonyo home is filled with plants 
and tchotchkes. Lisa’s camera collec-
tion—notable for its combination of 
digital point-and-shoots and vintage 
Yashicas and Brownies—is dispersed 
throughout the living room. A dozen 
decades-old Playgirl magazines are ar-
ranged in a fan on a television stand. I 
ask about them. “I got really lucky,” says 
Lisa, setting two iced teas down on the 
coffee table. “I got the whole set.”

On the wall is another collection. 
“Steve Fonyo—Canada’s Hero, MAN OF 
THE YEAR” blares the framed front page 
of the Calgary Sun’s February 26, 1986, 
edition, with a photo of a young man in 
a white turtleneck surrounded by a jubi-
lant crowd, his prosthetic hydracadence 
leg concealed by a pair of grey slacks.

Next to it hangs the Order of Canada, 
our second-highest civilian honour, be-
stowed upon Fonyo when he was 19. And 
next to that, a formal-looking letter, also 
framed. Dated January 11, 2010, it reads, 
in part: “Dear Mr Fonyo, this is to inform 
you that the Advisory Council of the 
Order of Canada has recommended that 
your appointment to the Order of Canada 
be terminated. The Governor General has 
accepted the recommendation.”

The reframing began within months 
of his run. In February 1986 there was 
a small item, buried in the back pages, 
about a bench warrant issued for failing 
to pay a $30 speeding ticket—nothing, 
really. His first major setback occurred 
a month later when it was revealed that 
Monte Morris Friesner, the man he had 
chosen to manage his career and guide 
his nascent foundation, had a lengthy 
criminal record for fraud, assault, arson, 
and possession of stolen property. Nega-
tive press ensued, questioning Fonyo for 
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Once, Steve Fonyo was the most 
famous person in Canada. 

Man of the Year. Athlete of the Year




