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I NTRODUCTION

We think it’s fitting to write this together, 
since together we represent a solid chunk of 
National Capital FreeNet’s past, its present, 
and at least some part of it’s future. 

Since the beginning, FreeNet has identified its 
members with an ID that includes two letters 
followed by three numbers. So the founding 
members of FreeNet are: aa001 (Dave 
Sutherland) aa002 (Jay Weston), and aa003 
(George Frajkor). 

Even today, some people still identify 
themselves to us, online and in real life, with 
their member IDs before they ever say their 
names. And this past June, we were excited to 
move out of the f-series, fa001 to fz999, after 
nearly 10 years. In our 25 year history we’ve 
had 154,845 members and sign-ups, now 
moving to ga001 and beyond. 

So who is this aa000 we’re celebrating in the 
book’s title? It’s the member ID for NCF itself. 

Sifting through this material has helped 
underscore a number of important lessons: 
that passionate people coming together to 
do something for themselves are a nearly 
unstoppable force, that times change and it’s 
important to change with them, that you can 
do wondrous things, then make mistakes, then 
do both at the same time and just keep going, 
that a solid foundation means you’re more 
likely to survive, and that there is still a lot of 
work to do. We’re happy to take it on. 

Thanks to everyone who has brought us to 
this point: from Board members, to staff and 
volunteers, and of course to our members. If 
your ID is an older one, we love that you’ve 
been with us since the beginning. And newer 
member IDs show we still have lots to offer. 

And if you have ideas for the future you’d like 
to share, feel free to email. The email  
xx174@ncf.ca has served every NCF 
Executive Director since the dawn of time 
(well, since 1993) so you can rest assured if 
will land in the right inbox. 

Thanks to ga047 (Alex Parsons) for his 
amazing work in pulling everything together 
and documenting why FreeNet mattered so 
much, and matters still.

Take care and talk soon, 

bz787 (Chris Cope) 
Chair, NCF Board of Directors, 

xx174 (Shelley Robinson) 
Executive Director

W E L C O M E
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I NTRODUCTION

Three months ago I’d never heard of National 
Capital FreeNet but I knew going right from 
graduation to editing a book was super dope. 
While I thought I knew what I was getting into, 
I quickly learned that NCF is not an ordinary 
internet service provider. 

After what seemed like endless amounts of 
research and scanning, I’ve concluded that 
the reason FreeNet has persisted for 25 years 
is because beneath all the wires and modems 
and screens is a big-hearted community 
bound by a common philosophy. 

Getting to work with the wildly competent 
and hilariously sarcastic staff and volunteers 
was a treat. The rest of the time I was diving 
into a trove of tattered newspaper clippings, 
yellowed letters, random photographs, and 
other artifacts (like a signed NCF propeller 
beanie). It’s been a trip. 

I’ve glimpsed the ways NCF has changed 
from birth until now and met many of the 
people who have come and gone throughout 
the years. FreeNet changed them and I’d like 
to think it has already changed me too. 

Amidst the warm glow of nostalgia, I’ve 
also found a few fascinating but disturbing 
dead-ends in our history. From accusations 
of censorship and fascism, to the supposed 
debauchery of NCF’s most popular 
chatrooms, the organization has seen it all. 

But no matter how scandalous, no bad vibes 
were strong enough to kill the drive that’s kept 
FreeNet going for all this time.

Three months later, this project has been 
one of the best experiences of my life. I’m 
honoured to have played my part in NCF’s 
wonderful story.

Sincerely,

Alex Parsons 
Editor

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

SysAdmin André Dalle at work  
in our Carleton data centre.
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PION E E R S OF TH E D IG ITAL AG E

CHAPTER ONE 
PIONEERS OF THE  
DIGITAL FRONTIER

Modern society and the internet  

are joined at the hip – especially 

given the fact that most people  

live and work surrounded by wifi, 

and you can harness the net with  

a phone holstered in your pocket.  

But it wasn’t always this easy.
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After the internet but before the World Wide Web, 

there was the idea of the FreeNet —  a community 

network dedicated to local online portals for 

newsgroups, community information and building 

digital skills. 

The first FreeNet of its kind was in 1986 in 

Cleveland, developed by Case Western University. 

From an endless surge of volunteers, staff, 

members and supporters that have ebbed and 

flowed throughout the years, this region has 

three folks from Carleton to thank for the birth of 

National Capital FreeNet.  

Kyla Huckerby  
(aa309),  
NCF’s first 
Office Manager

“ I REMEMBER   TRYING TO 
DESCRIBE WHAT FREENET  
WAS AND WHY PEOPLE 
SHOULD BE INTERESTED  OUR 
BROCHURES HAD TO EXPLAIN 
WHAT THE INTERNET WAS, 
AND THE VALUE OF EMAILS 
FOR KEEPING IN TOUCH  
THE INTERNET WAS A VERY 
DIFFICULT PLACE TO NAVIGATE ” 

 JEAN WILMOT (aa145)
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One day in the fall of 1991 George Frajkor, a 

Carleton journalism professor, came across the 

Cleveland FreeNet just as his colleague Jay 

Weston walked by. 

“I said something like ‘Hey, come look at this.’ He 

did. He saw the potential immediately,” he said. 

“It would be something everybody could use – 

cheap and fast, on every subject. A huge town hall 

discussion on anything of interest and importance.”

Weston already had some experience with 

computers as he had introduced them to 

his students as a research tool in one of his 

communications classes. While he and Frajkor 

had originally planned to get their students on the 

Cleveland FreeNet, they instead thought why not 

start their own?

Images from top
1: Dave Sutherland
2: Early founders and well-wishers 
3: FreeNet staff, volunteers and collaborators

“ I SAID SOMETHING 
LIKE ‘HEY, COME 
LOOK AT THIS ’  
HE DID  HE SAW  
THE POTENTIAL 
IMMEDIATELY”  
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“The president of Carleton at the time was a 

communitarian sort of guy,” Weston said. “He liked 

the idea...and they were looking for PR. One thing 

led to another.”

Next came finding a computer ace and getting 

access to the hardware they would need to launch 

the system. Those two hurdles were jumped 

by one person – Dave Sutherland, director of 

Carleton’s computer department.

“Jay said that I was the technical wizard behind 

all of it but I just organized people. I knew which 

questions to ask.”

NCF faced a period of rigorous testing and public 

demonstrations. People from all backgrounds were 

wowed by FreeNet’s many possibilities, such as 

using the Ottawa Public Library’s resources from 

a computer, getting their own email accounts and 

having access to information once reserved for 

governments and universities.

Press coverage came in a landslide. On 

September 15, the front page of the Ottawa 

Citizen featured a “Key to the Wired City” banner 

promoting a full-page article about FreeNet. Lots 

of early members and core volunteers credit this 

coverage for their involvement. 

Two weeks later, on September 29, 1992 the 

organization was registered and the first Board 

was established. 

“The meeting, held at what is now Ottawa’s city hall, 

attracted so many people that we had to move it to 

bigger rooms twice,” said Jim Elder, a longtime NCF 

volunteer and former Board member. “We recruited 

a lot of very skilled people at that meeting.”

Our HelpDesk is as old as NCF itself.

ON FEBRUARY 1, 1993, 
FREENET OFFICIALLY 
LAUNCHED ITS ONLINE 
SERVICES, PROPELLING 
THE REGION INTO 
CYBERSPACE 
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Echoing its earlier enthusiasm, the Citizen 
published another long article about the 
network. “FreeNet plugs Ottawa in” included 
detailed instructions on how to get online: all 
you needed was a computer, modem and a 
phone line and you were good to go. 

Newsgroups quickly became popular, lots of it 
was positive and some of it was questionable 
— variety was the spice of online life. 

In only one year, NCF’s membership grew 
faster than a dial-up connection (which was 
considered fast back then). 

“By the end of ’93, or maybe the beginning 
of ’94, we had 60,000 members,” Sutherland 
says. “That was huge, we were the biggest 
ISP in the country by a wide margin.” 

 

“ I REMEMBER THAT 
FIRST CHRISTMAS, 
RADIOSHACK JUST 
WENT NUTS, THEY 
DIDN’T KNOW WHY 
EVERYONE WAS OUT 
BUYING 300 BAUD 
MODEMS ”  

 JAY WESTON (aa002)

Volunteers “Dan the Dude” (top) and David Millman (Bottom).
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“TO TELL YOU THE TRUTH, THROUGH THE ENTIRE ARC 
OF MY CAREER    — AND I’VE DONE SOME PRETTY COOL 
STUFF — THAT WAS MY MOST MEANINGFUL AND 
FAVOURITE EXPERIENCE, HELPING TO BE A PART OF 
THE BIRTH OF THE NATIONAL CAPITAL FREENET ” 

 LISA DONNELLY (am412)

OPPOSITE: Letters of support from Ottawa Public Library, Carleton Unversity, Nepean City Council,  
Sir Wilfred Laurier Secondary Schoool and Ottawa Chinese Community, 1992
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With so many people trying to connect at 
once, members often had to dial multiple 
times before getting online. This led to some 
frustration, which in turn led to calls for help.

“There’s 50,000 people in the system, and 
there’s me,” says Ian! Allen, NCF’s first 
System Administrator. “With even just one 
percent of 50,000 that’s a lot of phone calls!”

Jay Weston remembers feeling like FreeNet 
was invincible.   

“When it got started I thought it would 
be around forever because it was such a 
wonderful thing,” he said. “I didn’t see the 
competition coming.”

When the World Wide Web came into play 
and larger internet service providers started 
to offer more and faster access, NCF coasted 
with what it had from the beginning. Some 
members went off in search of something 
faster down the information superhighway. 

Those who stuck around, stayed for the 
community spirit as much as the technology.  

“ I PICKED UP THE NEWSPAPER THAT DAY 
AND THERE WAS AN ARTICLE ABOUT THE 
NATIONAL CAPITAL FREENET    I NEVER 
COULD SEE THE POINT OF HAVING A 
COMPUTER IN MY HOME UNTIL THAT DAY ” 

 PAT DRUMMOND (ad995)
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WAR M AN D FUZ ZYN ET 

CHAPTER TWO
WARM AND FUZZYNET
In its early days, NCF members scrambled to connect in ways that seem 

either quaint or second nature today. They sourced recipes online, found 

love and caterpillars and managed the world’s first online auction. And they 

couldn’t stop talking about it.  

Picnics were a 
rare opportunity  
for FreeNet fanatics 
to meet in person.
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The story of two members in 1993 created a bit of 

buzz in the media.

Shannon MacRae, a 19-year-old from Kanata, and 

Chris Hawley, a 25-year-old from Cleveland, met 

after MacRae logged onto NCF one night to get 

out of doing the dishes at her parent’s home. She 

ended up connecting with the Cleveland FreeNet 

and received a message from Hawley asking if she 

needed help. 

One thing led to another, and the two eventually 

found a minister — conveniently a fellow FreeNet 

member — to marry them. The Ottawa Citizen wrote 

that prior to the internet, the two would have been 

referred to as pen pals, but in modern technology, 

they became e-mail users, which the author made 

sure to notify readers was “electronic mail”.

 

Staff and volunteers have a merry time at 
the Annual Friends of FreeNet dinner
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“ FREENETS WERE HITTING A 
CRITICAL MASS AND WE HAD  
THIS BIG MEETING AT CARLETON    
WE LOCKED OURSELVES IN A ROOM 
AND WE SPENT A WHOLE DAY TO 
COME UP WITH THIS BROADER 
VISION OF WHAT CANADIAN 
FREENETS WERE DOING  THIS WAS 
A VERY FORMATIVE WILD WEST KIND 
OF EXPERIENCE, BUT WE WERE ALL 
JUST ON FIRE TO REALLY BUILD THIS 
AND MAKE THIS SOMETHING FOR 
THE PEOPLE, FOR OUR COMMUNITY 
AND FOR CANADA ”

 LISA DONNELLY (am412)

But NCF wasn’t just a way for singles to meet 

each other through the wonders of the newfound 

electronic superhighway, as some articles called it. 

During NCF’s first year, the Citizen also became 

part of what they called the FreeNet experiment, 

enabling NCF members to send letters to the editor 

and read reviews. They wrote, “further down the 

road, the newspaper could be delivered right to a 

subscriber’s computer screen.”

 

Lisa Donnelly at the first  
International Free-Net Conference
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Later that year, drawing from members’ recipes, 

NCF published a cookbook, From the Kitchens 
of The National Capital FreeNet. The book’s 

recipes included “100 MHZ Crab Soup” (canned 

crab meat combined with a variety of canned 

soups), beer bread (pretty much how it sounds 

and described as “out of this world”), and Gerry’s 

Salad #3 (we’re not sure what happened to 

Gerry’s first two salads as they weren’t included.) 
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In 1993, FreeNet organized the 

first international conference on 

community networking. The next 

year, they helped organize another 

one, that focused more directly 

on “the spirit of the Internet as a 

sociological experiment and to 

mirror the grassroots spirit of the 

Free-Nets.”

Marita Moll spoke at both events. “It 

was the first place where NCF kind of 

flexed its muscle in the public sphere. 

Getting people together talking 

about this new technology was very 

exciting. There was just that general 

excitement in the air where you knew 

something big was happening.”
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In 1995, NCF held “The Great FreeNet On-Line 

Auction.” It was — as many pointed out at the time 

— the world’s first online auction. 

Its purpose was to raise money for 40 new phone 

lines and modems to help support the growing 

number of NCF members, which was a whopping 

25,000 in 1995.

Items were described by text only, and NCF put 

the winners in touch with the organization selling 

the item. There were a variety of prizes to choose 

from, including art, local dinner packages, and an 

antique teddy bear from the 1920s.

Another article about the things members used 

the internet for featured Melissa Schur, who 

asked NCF newsgroup members to help her find 

monarch butterfly caterpillars. She had success 

when someone told her she should check out a 

Vanier garden.

IN 1993, FREENET ORGANIZED THE 
FIRST INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON 
COMMUNITY NETWORKING  THE NEXT 
YEAR, THEY HELPED ORGANIZE ANOTHER 
ONE, THAT FOCUSED MORE DIRECTLY 
ON “THE SPIRIT OF THE INTERNET AS 
A SOCIOLOGICAL EXPERIMENT AND TO 
MIRROR THE GRASSROOTS SPIRIT OF 
THE FREE-NETS ” 
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“THERE WAS A PUBLIC ACCESS CHANNEL AND THERE WERE THESE 
TWO COOL TECH GUYS, I THINK IT WAS CALLED “CYBERPUNK CAFE”  
WE WOULD GO DOWN TO WHERE THEY FILMED IT AND DO THESE 
LITTLER INTERNET NCF PITCHES MAYBE ONCE EVERY TWO MONTHS  
IT ILLUSTRATES HOW NCF WAS EXCITING TO THE WHOLE COMMUNITY, 
BECAUSE IT WAS A GENERAL ‘WHAT’S HOT IN TECH IN OTTAWA RIGHT 
NOW’ AND WE WERE REGULARS ” 

 LISA DONNELLY (am412)

In 1998, to keep up with member demand, NCF 

revamped its homepage and added a feature 

called “Chat Street,” which was essentially a series 

of themed chat rooms, each with a distinct style.

“Ye Olde Taverne” was a place to discuss anything 

in particular, “The Hot Tub” was intended for 

sexual discussion, “The Blue Oyster” was targeted 

towards the LGBTQ+ community, “Nike Temple” 

was a youth discussion board, and “Area 51” was 

described by Monitor magazine as a place for 

“Trekkies, X-Filers and others trying to get in touch 

with their home planet.” 

Despite all NCF members needing to have a 

verified ID, Chat Street allowed them to post 

anonymously using a custom nickname.

With so few staff available to moderate all 

the activity, Ian! Allen, one of NCF’s friendly 

neighbourhood SysAdmins, could be seen all over 

the chatrooms and newsgroups.

“I was watching everything, making comments 

everywhere, and one person tried to start up an 

Ian! Allen fan club,” he says. “The board turned 

it down because they didn’t want any special 

people. It’s another thing that made working 

for FreeNet cool, people were thinking more 

egalitarian, community-oriented.”

“ PEOPLE JUST ASSUMED I WAS A GUY BECAUSE 
MY NAME WAS PAT AND I KNEW ALL ABOUT 
COMPUTERS  STEREOTYPES NEVER DIE    
SO THEY HAD A POLL ON THE PC USER GROUP:  
‘IS PAT A MAN OR A WOMAN?’  
WE ALL GOT A BIG LAUGH OUT OF IT ”  

 PAT DRUMMOND (ad995)Lisa Donnelly and Rick Taylor of NCF join Rick Kaulbars and 
Mark Bell, hosts of the Ottawa tech talkshow Cyberpunk.Live
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Theresa Jamone, a longtime NCF member has 

been around since that era. 

“NCF has been an important part of my online 

life, of connecting with family and friends through 

email, setting up my personal web pages and even 

creating and managing a few Discussion Groups. 

We’ve come a long way since the days of plain text 

web browsers.” 

Aven McMaster’s family loved connecting through 

NCF so much they immortalized their emails in a 

bound booklet. 

“When my friends went away to university, the 

contacts I’d made from first having email through 

NCF became the way we stayed in touch. Many 

of the people on that list are still my closest 

friends today.”
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“PEOPLE WERE COMPLAINING 
ABOUT NOT DOING WELL IN 
THEIR COURSES BECAUSE 
THEY WERE ALWAYS USING 
INTERNET RELAY CHAT  

 IAN ALLEN, OUR FIRST 
SYSADMIN, BECAME A 
PROFESSOR AT ALGONQUIN, 
HE WAS SENSITIVE TO 
STUDENTS NOT DOING THEIR 
WORK  SO HE SAID ‘IF YOU’RE 
HAVING PROBLEMS STUDYING, 
I PROGRAMMED A NEAT NEW 
FEATURE FOR YOU’  AND WHEN 
ANYONE ENTERED THE ‘GO 
STUDY’ COMMAND, THEY’D BE 
KICKED OFF THE SYSTEM ”  
ANDRÉ DALLE (al178)

If members followed the Go Study menu’s simple instruction, they would receive a message 
saying they would be logged out in five minutes. At a time when FreeNet access was limited to 
only an hour or two per day, this would have been quite a nasty shock.
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By its second anniversary, NCF was considered 

the world’s fastest growing FreeNet.

Dave Sutherland, NCF’s first Board president, said 

he had only expected to get about 5,000 members 

but by year two, we had amassed at least 23,000. 

On its fourth anniversary, NCF was awarded the 

first ever Monitor magazine Computing Community 

Achievement Award. Prizes were given to artists 

tasked with designing illustrations for NCF’s 

website and posters.  

In the years since, the internet has changed 

dramatically and what makes headlines has 

changed with it. But we know our members had 

fun offline based on the pictures they left behind: 

pool parties and picnics, Christmas get-togethers, 

award ceremonies, office bake-offs and pizza-

fueled Lunch and Learns.

Stephen Darbyshire attended many of FreeNet’s 

early gatherings. 

“The social get-togethers were always fun whether 

at Carleton, City Hall, a pub, or a big party at 

Vincent Massey Park,” he said.

“One year there was a fund-raiser where Ian! 

[Allen, NCF’s original SysAdmin] auctioned off a 

supper cooked by him at his place. I bid quite high 

and then demanded that I bring someone else. The 

person I brought was an old friend he hadn’t seen 

in years. Dinner turned out to be a big surprise.” 

NCF HAS ALSO CELEBRATED SEVERAL MILESTONES 
OVER THE YEARS 
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Nick Detre, HelpDesk Analyst and former volunteer 

says it’s the office environment that pulled him in. 

“Sarcasm and puns are a frequent occurrence,” 

he says. “We approach work in a fun way, in a way 

that it doesn’t have to feel like work.” 

André Dalle, the current SysAdmin, has an 

example of this. We recently bought a fancy 

gong to celebrate good work around the office, 

especially on the HelpDesk. 

“One day I didn’t leave until 10pm and when I got 

home, I wasn’t upset that I stayed late. I was upset 

that I forgot to play with the gong. And I forgot to 

play with the gong because I was too wrapped up 

in my work — that’s a good problem to have.” 

Adam Godlewski Jessica Dahanayake

Shirt design by Michael Zahab, 1994

Nick Detre Shelley and Nathalie celebrate International Women’s Day

Board members Pete de Lepper and Lauren Gardner 
at the 2016 AGM meet and greet.

HelpDesk gong
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CONTROVE R SI ES

CHAPTER THREE 
CONTROVERSIES
Many of the problems National Capital FreeNet has faced 
over its first 25 years parallel concerns with the internet 
in general: online harassment, privacy, censorship, and 
competing ideas about who and what the internet is for.  
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Andrew Martey Asare, NCF’s Business Analyst, 

says it’s par for the course.  

Right from the get-go, success came with 

challenges: within its first year of operation, 

with more than 11,000 members, people were 

complaining about long waits to get online. One 

article said “getting into FreeNet is like getting out 

of the Civic Centre after a Senators game.”

Once thousands of people got connected, the 

issue became what they were doing online. 

In 1994, the Board consulted the Human Rights 

Commission about how to deal with racism and 

hate speech on some of its discussion groups. 

“ THERE’S A LOT TO LEARN ABOUT HOW TO BE 
ONLINE, TO BE SAFE, TO BE PRODUCTIVE, TO BE 
KIND — AND THAT’S JUST AS AN INDIVIDUAL  
ORGANIZATIONS THAT HAVE BEEN FOSTERING 
COMMUNITIES ONLINE FOR 25 YEARS, THERE’S 
GOING TO BE FRUSTRATIONS ” 
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That same year, an internal survey found that 

almost half of FreeNet’s top 20 newsgroups were 

restricted to adults and dealt with sex and sexuality. 

An article in the Ottawa Citizen around this time 

pre-dated online click-bait with the headline 

“Pervnet battles an image problem”. 

It asked “how can public networks have the 

enormous social and political implications in the 

future that many envision, when they aren’t being 

used as originally planned?” 

Also in 1994, during Karla Homolka’s sexual assault 

and murder trial, some NCF users were subverting 

a publication ban about the case by accessing 

information posted through a Usenet feed. 

Once people complained, NCF blocked access to 

the board.  

An article from the Ottawa Xpress stated that 

some members quit over this decision. But it also 

described discussions that turned from name-

calling to “thoughtful arguments over freedom of 

the press, Charter rights, and legal jurisdictions.” 

 

“I REMEMBER THAT IN 
THE EARLY DIAL-UP  
DAYS I WOULD BE 
ANNOYING NEXT DOOR 
OFFICE PEOPLE WITH 
THE CONSTANT  
DEE-DUH-DEE-DUH- 
DEE-DUH-DEET-DEET  
YOU HAD TO KEEP 
DIALING TO CATCH THE 
TIME WHEN SOMEONE 
ELSE WOULD HANG  
UP AND PROVIDE  
AN OPENING TO  
GET ONLINE ” 
RANDAL MARLIN (ac022)
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Within the next year, censorship came up again 

when a newsgroup discussed ways people could 

kill themselves, and one of NCF’s 170 phone lines 

was sponsored by the Right to Die Society, based 

in Victoria, BC. 

A year later, a man asked a discussion group about 

where to find bullets and gun powder for antique 

guns on behalf of his friend. The RCMP saw the 

post and cross-checked it with his name. Based 

on the discussion thread, they assumed he had 

travelled to the US, a clear parole violation. As a 

result, he was jailed for three weeks. 

“I must be the only person ever to have gone to jail 

for posting a notice on FreeNet,” he said. 

Then in 1997, the first person in Ottawa to be 

charged with uttering threats online was an NCF 

member, who had threatened another member. 
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Within two years, concerned 

members called the police to report 

an ad on the For Sale bulletin board 

that said it was looking to purchase 

a girl between 8 and 12-years old for 

“overseas shipment”. Turned out it 

was a hoax, based on a reference to 

the Blues Brothers movie: the name 

given was “Seulb Serhtorb” — Blues 

Brothers spelled backwards. 

Though Twitter and Reddit were years 

away, these issues have continued 

throughout the life of the Internet.  

But content wasn’t the only sticking 

point. From a high of 50-100 

new sign-ups a day, FreeNet’s 

membership growth slowed down, 

with fears that the organization was 

less relevant and less responsive to 

its members. 



5 6

CONTROVE R SI ESaa000 25 YEAR S OF NATIONAL CAPITAL FR E E N ET

5 5

In a 1997 Citizen article, one member said they 

didn’t like that NCF maintained member-only 

newsgroups, rather than being open to anyone 

from around the world with an internet connection. 

“They want people in Sandy Hill to speak to 

people in Orleans and that’s it.”  

Another went on to form a similar service to NCF. 

“The vision I saw from the founders is no longer 

there,” he said.  

In 2001, the Ottawa Citizen wrote a two-page 

article called “FreeNet, Free Fall” describing 

current membership as “alienated, and marked by 

apathy,” going on to say “many believe the non-

profit organization is a dinosaur from the altruistic 

early days of the Internet.”     

A few years later when NCF moved to a annual 

donation model with required account renewals, 

some people felt the organization was prioritizing 

money over members.

“FreeNet was limited by scarce resources and no 

obvious precedents,” says Jim Elder, former Board 

member, website developer and long-time volunteer.

“There was a tension between keeping costs down 

— to keep the economic ‘free’ in FreeNet — and 

having the resources to get things done. FreeNet’s 

continuance was at risk several times, and surviving 

25 years is a feat for any tech-based organization.”

But, he adds, survival comes at a cost. “Over 

time, FreeNet’s relationship with its members 

has drifted, from members being treated like, and 

expected to behave like, governors in the mid-

1990s, to more like customers in the late 2000s, 

to more like clients recently.”

Looking back at the early days, Andre Vellino, a former 

Board member and volunteer, has mixed feelings. 

“I’m actually surprised that the NCF is still alive and 

well, a pleasant surprise, but...does NCF matter?”

He says in the internet age, seven years is a 

generation. By that math, FreeNet has been 

around, and been changing, for relative eons and 

he thinks that may be what saves FreeNet. Again.  

 

“NCF IS ALIVE TODAY  IT’S GOT AN 
OFFICE, IT’S GOT A HELPDESK, 
IT’S STILL SERVING PEOPLE  THE 
PEOPLE CORE OF IT IS STILL 
IMPORTANT  WHO KNOWS WHERE 
NCF IS GOING TO BE SEVEN 
YEARS FROM NOW, BUT A PRUNED 
TREE GROWS A BETTER TREE SO 
LET’S HOPE THAT NCF IS ABLE TO 
REINVENT ITSELF ” 



5 8

TRANSITIONS

CHAPTER FOUR
TRANSITIONS

By the year 2000, NCF had taken 

steps to survive the Y2K crash 

that never came, but was losing 

members to commercial Internet 

Service Providers. 

The launch of the Smart Capital project
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The new standard in dial-up access at the time 

was 56 kbps and NCF struggled with whether 

we should take the step or not. The largest 

impediment was the cost of upgrading telephone 

lines from analogue to digital.

Chris Cope, then Executive Director, wanted 

NCF to phase out text-only browsing and move 

everything to web-based services. Otherwise, he 

feared NCF members would be left on the wrong 

side of the growing digital divide.

“There wasn’t general understanding of what might 

happen in the world as the internet was becoming 

a reality in our lives. So we missed that change,”  

he remembers.  

In 2001, revitalized by member donations, 

corporate sponsorships, and a large multi-year 

government grant called Smart Capital, FreeNet 

launched locally-hosted email and software on an 

early version of the cloud.

“ THE IDEA OF BEING ESSENTIALLY A 
LOCAL PORTAL HAD BEGUN TO LOSE 
SOME OF ITS CURRENCY   THERE WERE 
SOME TIMES WHEN JUST MAKING IT 
THROUGH WAS THE REWARD ” 

 GARY EIKENBERRY (aa353)
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“Smart Capital was huge,” says André Dalle, 

Systems Administrator then and now. “We would 

have been dead without it.” 

The work was also trumpeted in a full-page article 

in the Citizen titled “The evolution of FreeNet”. 

John Selwyn began as Executive Director toward 

the end of 2002, after launching local telecom 

start-up CrossKeys Systems, and growing it to 

more than $40M in annual sales.   

He wrote that NCF’s focus for the coming year 

should be to “provide members with reliable low-

cost dial-up access to basic Internet services, 

extend the range of NCF’s services to members 

and the community, and to organize help for 

people new to using the Internet.”

He did this by making the switch to digital lines 

and 56kb modems, adding more lines, and 

launching a new website with e-commerce 

applications, so that members could donate online. 

Membership started to increase again. 

A year later, the Citizen published what it called 

“Selwyn’s mandate: arrest the slide at the original 

Net community”. The article concluded that, “in 

many ways, Selwyn is the ideal man for the job. 

He has a deep understanding of the technologies 

and an abiding faith that what he is doing will make 

Ottawa a better place.”  
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Long-time volunteer Jim Elder, who helped build 

the new website, agrees. 

“I’m pretty sure I would have drifted away in the 

late 1990s had I not been called upon…as part 

of John Selwyn’s rejuvenating presence and the 

Smart Capital project.”

The two were then heralded for their work 

developing a custom spam filter for NCF email 

users. In a Citizen article titled “A colour-coded 

answer for FreeNet”, they noted that 600 new 

members signed up in the three months after the 

new tool was developed. 

Then in 2005, John oversaw one of NCF’s biggest 

transitions to date: adding 3mbps high-speed DSL 

service in addition to dial-up.

In an email to members announcing the change, 

he wrote “I wish that more members knew that 

NCF is an alternative to commercial internet 

suppliers, because more people would make NCF 

better (and less expensive) for everyone.” 

“ I THINK FREENET’S UNCONVENTIONAL 
ORGANIZATIONAL MODEL SURVIVED AS LONG AS 
IT DID, BECAUSE IT WAS POSSIBLE, IN OTTAWA, 
TO FIND TALENTED, EXPERIENCED, GENEROUS 
TECH PEOPLE  

 OPENNESS AND TRANSPARENCY TAKES STRENGTH 
AND HONESTY, AND JOHN SELWYN, WHO SERVED 
AS FREENET’S EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR IN THE 
MID-2000S, HAS THOSE TRAITS IN SPADES  
HE’S NOTABLE FOR BRINGING DSL TO FREENET, 
SPEAKING ON PARLIAMENT HILL DURING A RALLY 
FOR NET NEUTRALITY, AND FOR HIS SIMPLE 
YET INNOVATIVE WAY OF SOLVING RESOURCE-
SHARING ISSUES ”  
JIM ELDER (aa456)
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From the beginning, there were no contracts and the 

service was priced to be as affordable as possible, 

while still being sustainable. 

The growing number of staff meant NCF made its 

first move from Carleton’s Dunton Tower, where 

it had been since the beginning, to the Trailhead 

building on Scott Street. 

And just as our technology and office space 

was changing, so were political conditions. In 

2007, Selwyn and a number of other NCF staff 

and volunteers attended a net neutrality rally on 

Parliament Hill. It sought to preserve the rules that 

protected the equal treatment of internet traffic. 

DSL member growth continued over the next few 

years, through the tenure of Rowland Few, the 

next Executive Director, and there was even a brief 

resurgence in dial-up users as commercial ISPs 

stopped offering the service. Speeds jumped to 

6mbps.

By 2011, NCF had more than 4000 active dial-

up users, more than 2500 high-speed DSL 

subscribers, and a few thousand members who 

relied on the service for their email addresses. 

And yet, there were issues. Ross Kouhi faced more 

than a few when he became Executive Director in 

late 2011. 

“ IN TECH YOU CAN 
BE VERY ISOLATED, 
WORKING IN THIS 
HERMETICALLY-SEALED 
ENVIRONMENT  THE 
THING ABOUT NCF 
IS YOU GET TO MEET 
REAL PEOPLE  IT’S LIKE 
TECHNOLOGY ACHIEVING 
A GOOD SOCIAL 
END RATHER THAN 
TECHNOLOGY FOR THE 
SAKE OF TECHNOLOGY ”  
NICK OUZAS (fx167)

John Selwyn spoke at a Net 
Neutrality Rally on Parliament 
Hill in 2008. He was joined 
by a handful of FreeNet staff 
and volunteers.
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“ FREENET HAS CHANGED A LOT  AND FOR THE BETTER  THE WORK 
BY OUR VOLUNTEERS AND BY THOSE WHO WORK FULL TIME WAS 
AMAZINGLY GOOD FROM THE START, AND STILL IS TODAY ”  
GEORGE FRAJKOR (aa003)

“Just before I joined, I was shocked to see that 

things weren’t looking very good. The reserves were 

almost depleted and they weren’t going to keep 

NCF going much longer unless someone made 

some dramatic changes,” he remembers. 

In a move to make the organization more sustainable 

and technologically independent, Kouhi undertook 

moving from TekSavvy to Bell as NCF’s wholesale 

DSL provider. This required investing in 1GB routers 

to handle internet traffic directly, and dealing more 

directly with line quality issues on the HelpDesk.  

Meanwhile, an office in the eaves of the giant 

wood chalet at Trailhead was charming, but limited 

the number of staff and volunteers. So Kouhi also 

started the move west to NCF’s current location 

on Richmond Road. 

Mike Kelly, Board Chair at the time, agreed that the 

organization needed room to grow.  

“Sitting around the board table we recognized 

there is a lot of benefit to having higher 

membership levels because it means staff levels 

can increase… we reduce the risk of being such a 

small organization.”

Executive Director Nick Ouzas oversaw the actual 

office move in 2013. At that time, NCF also began 

offering speeds up to 15mbps. Dial-up use was on a 

steep decline, and Nick offered a 2mbps speed plan 

for those who wanted to transition to higher speeds. 
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 “THE PROGRESS THAT I SAW OVER  
THE COURSE OF THOSE FIVE YEARS: 
WE IMPROVED THEM”  

MIKE KELLY (fm342)

Office volunteers Brian Shouldice 
(ew361), Daniel Brousseau (fh511)  
and Lyn Shouldice (ah940) 

Nick also lived through another major transition: the rise of 

online video and the corresponding rise in usage. 

“I left at the end of October 2013 and came back in May 

2014, and in the intervening period, the amount of traffic 

increased dramatically. The main driver was the switch from 

traditional web browsing to video streaming,” he said.  

“We had to negotiate with Bell to get a better deal and get 

the facilities installed. We ended up doing it in the middle 

of the day because that’s when you get a lull in traffic. The 

difference in how well everything started to work was night 

and day. We got twice as much capacity for less than we 

were paying before.” 

This change helped set the stage for speeds up to 50mbps 

in 2014. 

One of the biggest challenges NCF faces these days is 

people saying ‘I thought you died in the nineties!’ Getting 

back up to speed (literally) throughout the 2000s helped 

us climb back into the hearts, minds, and laptops of people 

across the region.
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“ AN OLDER FELLOW CAME IN WHO HAD BEEN REALLY 
ANNOYED WITH SPAM  HE WOULD TRY A HUMAN 
APPROACH, LIKE TRYING TO CONTACT THE PEOPLE 
SENDING HIM SPAM AND TELLING THEM HE DIDN’T 
WANT ANY MORE OF THEIR MESSAGES  IT GOT SO 
UNMANAGEABLE THAT HE DEMANDED HE GET A 
DIFFERENT EMAIL ADDRESS 

 HE CAME IN ONE DAY WITH A BIG STACK OF PAPER AND 
HE SAYS ‘THE SPAM STOPPED ON THE ACCOUNT BUT I 
THOUGHT IT WOULD BE A GOOD IDEA IF I SENT EMAILS 
TO THE PEOPLE SENDING ME SPAM AND TELL THEM THAT 
I GOT A NEW EMAIL ADDRESS SO THEY DON’T START 
SENDING ME SPAM AT THIS ONE ’ I EXPLAINED THAT HE 
CAN’T HAVE ANY CONTACT WITH THE SPAMMERS AT ALL, 
AND WE TAUGHT HIM HOW TO USE THE SPAM FILTER”  
ROSS KOUHI (ah455)
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CHAPTER FIVE
 COMMUNITY CONNECTION

While I was working on this chapter, a woman came into the NCF office. 

She was noticeably upset about her modem not working. One of our 

summer HelpDesk Analysts invited her in, made her feel at home and even 

put her ice cream in our freezer while she toiled away on the hardware. 

In less than 10 minutes, the problem was solved, and the member left 

with a smile on her face. “You guys saved my life today!”
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This is what National Capital FreeNet has been doing 

for decades. FreeNet was built on the idea that with 

us, you’re not a customer, you’re a member. 

In the papers filed to federally incorporate NCF on 

September 29, 1992 the Mission and Mandate 

stated that:

Here’s what that means for NCF these days. We 

believe everyone in the national capital region 

should have access to the internet.  And for us, 

access means they can afford a high quality 

connection, understand how to use it, and feel 

safe online.  

“NATIONAL CAPITAL FREENET IS A FREE, COMPUTER-BASED INFORMATION 
SHARING NETWORK  IT LINKS THE PEOPLE AND ORGANIZATIONS OF THIS  
REGION, PROVIDES USEFUL INFORMATION, AND ENABLES AN OPEN  
EXCHANGE OF IDEAS WITH THE WORLD  

 COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT MAKES FREENET AN IMPORTANT AND   
ACCESSIBLE MEETING PLACE, AND PREPARES PEOPLE FOR FULL   
PARTICIPATION IN A RAPIDLY CHANGING COMMUNICATIONS    
ENVIRONMENT ”
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TRUE CONNECTION

Originally NCF was a community portal, 

connecting members with each other as much as 

the outside world. We offered it free of charge for 

as long as we could, but the ‘free’ in ‘FreeNet’ has 

always meant more.

“Really, it was the concept of free speech, or 

the ability to freely communicate with others, 

unfettered,” says Chris Cope, former Executive 

Director and current Chair of the Board of 

Directors. 

Sheila Alder, a former Administrative Coordinator 

at NCF, discovered this side of FreeNet in 1998 

when she used it after her doctor dismissed her 

health symptoms. 

“I found information about Fibromyalgia and 

started an online support group so no one else 

would have to feel that lost again.” 

 

“ WE’RE ALL ABOUT GIVING PEOPLE THE 
INTERNET, AND I KNOW A LOT OF PEOPLE 
ARE CONCERNED ABOUT THAT AS A 
HUMAN RIGHT SO I LIKE THAT WE’RE 
PUSHING THAT FORWARD”  
JAMES OUZAS (fx447)
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Much of NCF’s work throughout the years has 

made it easier for people and organizations to 

connect, literally and figuratively.  

In 1996, NCF used a grant from the Community 

Foundation of Ottawa-Carleton to launch an online 

calendar designed to help charities and other not-

for-profits promote their fundraising activities.  

Three years later, FreeNet expanded its seniors’ 

workshops to two additional care centres. The 

2015 WiseNet program, which offered a series 

of hands-on digital literacy workshops for seniors, 

continued this tradition. 

“Members loved it,” said Shelley Robinson, current 

NCF Executive Director. “The curriculum was 

organized by four of our volunteers, who are all seniors 

themselves. They did these insanely well done hands-

on presentations that went from the basics up to 

pretty sophisticated digital security training.”   

“I JUST LIKE THE IDEA OF NCF  I LIKE THE IDEA THAT IT’S 
A NOT-FOR-PROFIT, THAT ITS GOAL IS REALLY TO HELP 
PEOPLE GET CONNECTED TO THE INTERNET AND WHEN 
THEY DEAL WITH US TO FEEL THAT THEY ARE MORE 
THAN AN ACCOUNT NUMBER, THAT THEY ARE ACTUALLY 
MEMBERS OF SOMETHING RATHER THAN CUSTOMERS ”   
DAVE EHMAN (fx479) 
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Shelley went on to list two new projects that tackle 

community connection and the digital divide that 

limits it. 

A recent Ontario Trillium Foundation grant is funding 

NCF’s Low Income Services Handbook and 

accompanying workshops to help those living on 

low incomes apply online for government subsidies. 

NCF is partnering with the Ottawa branch of the 

Association of Community Organizations for Reform 

Now (ACORN) for the work. 

“The desire to give better access to people doesn’t 

just exist in the mission statement,” says Adam 

Godlewski, one of two summer students who is 

producing the book. “It also exists in practice.” 

And coming in 2018, NCF is thrilled to launch 

Digital Access Day, in partnership with local tech 

charity CompuCorps, and the Internet Society 

Canada Chapter. The work is funded by the 

Canadian Internet Registration Authority. 

Digital Access Day will expand the national 

conversation about the digital divide in Canada, 

showcase the work already being done to bring 

digital access to those who need it most, measure 

progress, and chart the way forward. 

“We’ve been working on these issues for twenty-

five years,” Shelley said. “We have a lot to bring to 

a broader discussion. But we’re also keen to band 

together with others doing this kind of work across 

the country.”  

“MY DREAM IS TO 
ENHANCE THE *FREE* 
OF FREENET – TO 
CONTINUE MAKING 
ACCESS AFFORDABLE AND 
AVAILABLE, YES, BUT ALSO 
TO MAKE FREEDOM OF 
EXPRESSION AVAILABLE   
TO BE AN ORGANIZATION 
NOT DRIVEN BY PROFITS, 
NOT BEHOLDEN TO BIG 
TELECOMMUNICATIONS, 
BUT RATHER ONE THAT IS 
COMMITTED TO HEARING 
AND TRANSMITTING 
INDIVIDUAL VOICES  
AND IDEAS ”   
JENN BARRIGAR (bc839)

Chris Taylor, OPCUG President, 
giving a social media workshop



8 4

 COM M U N ITY CON N ECTIONaa000 25 YEAR S OF NATIONAL CAPITAL FR E E N ET

8 3

“THE DESIRE TO GIVE BETTER ACCESS TO PEOPLE DOESN’T JUST 
EXIST IN THE MISSION STATEMENT, IT ALSO EXISTS IN PRACTICE”    
ADAM GODLEWSKI (ga043)

COMMUNITY INTERNET 

From the beginning, NCF has also been an 

internet service provider. The growth of this part 

of our mandate has made us a successful social 

enterprise, with the opportunity to offer free or 

lower-cost community internet.  

This included VolNet, a partnership with the 

Volunteer Centre of Ottawa-Carleton that in 1999 

offered 250 not-for-profits and charities a year’s 

worth of free internet, along with training and a 

discounted computer, if needed. 

During this time, The Ottawa Citizen wrote 

that NCF “continues to be a vital local link”. It 

continued: “while the Internet and the world have 

changed a lot in five years, the NCF has hardly 

changed at all. It operates with much the same 

philosophy and mandate – in a nutshell, it’s people 

helping people tap in to all the good things the 

Internet has to offer.”
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A few years later, we also provided free internet to 

single mothers on income assistance – a program 

the City recognized with an awarded in 2005.  

Most recently, at the end of 2016, NCF launched 

a lower-cost unlimited internet package for 32,000 

Ottawa Community Housing tenants. 

One new member, Yvonne Falardeau has been 

vocal in her support for the program on Facebook. 

“I was very excited, but a bit skeptical. The internet 

service is just as good as any I’ve had previously 

and your customer support is wonderful. Thank 

you! BTW, I’m saving $130 per month! Life got 

much easier.”  

She wasn’t alone. 

“I would like to personally thank National Capital 

FreeNet for showing leadership and for being a 

positive example for others,” wrote Jean-Pierre 

Blais, former CRTC Chair, in a letter.  
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MEMBERS AND VOLUNTEERS  
AND STAFF, OH MY 

Finally, a lasting part of NCF’s mandate has been 

about mutual help or members helping members, 

as we often call it. 

“Most people come here with a sense of 

commitment,” says Naftali Shani, an NCF jack of 

all trades currently working here part-time. “They 

develop a certain pride in what they do, so it’s 

good to work in the same environment.” 

Moving offices, first from Carleton University’s 

Dunton Tower, to a perch in the former Trailhead 

building on Scott Street, to the current space 

on Richmond Road, has made room for more 

volunteers, who answer questions that come in 

through the door, the phone, and by email. 

“Everyone helps everybody else learn,” says James 

Ouzas, a full-time HelpDesk Analyst. “We all have 

different backgrounds...so we’re knit together of all 

these different pieces of cloth and we make this 

interesting quilt of skills.”

In 2015, NCF volunteers won a Volunteer Ottawa 

“VOscar” for this work.

Bill Robson, who started as a volunteer before 

becoming the Internet Services Manager, says 

what he has always loved about working on the 

NCF HelpDesk, is giving back.

“At the end of the day you leave feeling happy 

that you’ve helped somebody, that you’ve done 

something that they would never get anywhere 

else. They’re ahead of the game and you just feel 

good about it.”

“THE FOCUS FOR A LOT OF 
MEMBERS IS ON DOWNLOAD 
SPEED, BUT IT’S REALLY 
JUST AS IMPORTANT THAT 
THEY HAVE ACCESS TO GET 
THEIR VIEWS OUT THERE  
UPLOADING  PARTICIPATING 
AS CITIZENS  I LIKE THAT 
PEOPLE GET TO TALK TO 
THEIR NEIGHBOURS ABOUT 
THEIR NEIGHBOURHOOD 
THROUGH MODERN 
COMMUNICATIONS ”  
SHELLEY ROBINSON (xx174)
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“I THINK THE KEY TO RELEVANCE FOR US IS THAT WE 
PROVIDE SOMETHING THAT NO ONE ELSE IS PROVIDING, 
LIKE MEMBERS HELPING MEMBERS PROVIDING WHERE 
THERE’S A DIGITAL DIVIDE STILL, AND WE HELP THERE  
SOME OF THE PROGRAMS WE’RE DOING NOW, OUR 
SENIORS PROGRAMS, OUR LUNCH AND LEARNS, AND OUR 
LECTURES AND THOSE KINDS OF THINGS ALL HELP PEOPLE 
USE THE INTERNET, AND THERE’S MORE TO COME ”  
CHRIS COPE (bz787)
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CHAPTER SIX
NOW AND FOREVER 

By the start of 2015, NCF’s 

membership was on a steady climb, 

healthy once again, and we were 

adding even more bandwidth to 

keep up with demand. 
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That Spring, the Canadian Radio-television 

Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) reviewed 

internet services and what “Canadians require to 

participate meaningfully in the digital economy.” 

Shelley Robinson, the latest Executive Director, 

wrote a submission and later presented at the 

hearing along with Peter Chapman and Peter 

MacKinnon, NCF Board members.  

Shelley described the ways in which NCF was 

both an independent Internet Service Provider 

and a community-based organization. She noted 

that the experience of NCF members showed that 

high-speed internet was an essential service for all 

Canadians and that one of the biggest barriers to 

people getting connected was price.  

But in order to stay sustainable, we needed to 

change our pricing structure — for only the second 

time in 11 years. Monthly line costs went up, while 

the dry line rate dropped to $7.00 for everyone. 

Following the announcement, Robinson said she 

was pleasantly surprised at the response. 

And while NCF’s volunteer base was strong, we 

hired James Ouzas and Andrew Martey Asare 

as full-time HelpDesk Analysts to keep up with 

member support. Later we added Michael Cayer as 

a System and Network Administrator Support, to 

bolster the work of longtime SysAdmin André Dalle.   

With a bigger team came more time to tweak 

operations and expand NCF’s mandate-driven 

work, from formalizing our volunteer HelpDesk 

training to offering community workshops with our 

partners the Ottawa PC Users’ Group. 

In 2016, an early member left NCF money in his 

will which we used to launch the Community 

Access Fund, known as CAF. The first project of 

the fund was a lower cost internet package for 

32,000 Ottawa Community Housing tenants. 

Nathalie Dolbeck, Billing Manager can see the 

difference it’s already made. 

“I’m hoping we’re going to go a lot further but 

we’ve actually done amazing since I started. It’s 

grown a lot, and I swear it has a lot to do with CAF. 

I’m hoping it’ll get bigger.”

Later that year, the CRTC mandated a drop in 

the cost of wholesale bandwidth. We passed the 

benefits on to members by lowering some prices, 

and making all our regular packages unlimited 

usage for the same price. 

Echoing a message from the early days of the 

organization, Shelley introduced the news to 

members by writing “this is part of our mission to 

keep things simple.”

“MANY WROTE TO SAY ‘KEEP UP THE GOOD WORK!’  
THEY TRUSTED THAT WE WOULDN’T RAISE PRICES 
UNLESS WE NEEDED TO  IT WAS A HUGE RELIEF AND 
IT WAS THEN THAT I KNEW THEN THAT THE FOUNDING 
SPIRIT OF NCF WAS ALIVE AND WELL ” 

Nathalie Dolbeck, Billing Manager, 
in her natural habitat
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But though he was the only SysAdmin on the 

payroll, “there’s no way I could have done 

everything without help.” He credits his SysAdmin 

predecessors Ian! Allen, Roy Hooper and Yannick 

Gravel with getting him through it. Later, longtime 

volunteer Jim Elder filled this role. 

André says he was attracted to the job and has 

stuck with it because “I hate not knowing how stuff 

works.” He says he likes being a generalist, seeing 

the connections between systems, being able to 

make decisions based on having a finger in every 

pie. “Don’t eat at that bakery,” he jokes. 

But it’s true that if you’ve been an NCF member 

during the last 19 years, André has directly 

affected your life.

One of the technical changes he’s most proud 

of is migrating NCF’s email to Zimbra, an 

open source software. We did it over a year to 

ensure that members had lots of time to make 

suggestions, and adapt. 

He also mentions the work he did with former 

Executive Director Ross Kouhi to move to our 

own network, rather than relying entirely on an 

outside supplier. “That changed our fortunes and 

empowered us to take much better care of our 

members. I consider it a twin miracle that Ross 

and I could do it.” 

But as cool as it has been to poke around with all 

the technology, André cites another reason he has 

stayed, sometimes working long hours fiddling with 

gear at the Carleton Data Centre. “I like what we’re 

trying to do, it’s positive. We’re helping people.” 

Now he says he’s looking forward to another 

technical jump: NCF has recently purchased two 

10GB routers and is upgrading its network again. 

He’s more excited than nervous, something the job 

has taught him. 

“If the SysAdmin is fearful, everyone else is 10 

times more fearful. I’ve reached the point where I’m 

like ‘I can do this.’” 

   

Surrounded by books and boxes, André Dalle 

turns back to his computer and types quickly 

to confirm when he first joined National 

Capital FreeNet: it was October 29,1993. He 

was 15. The answer was at his fingertips 

because he is NCF’s Systems and Network 

Administrator, and has been since 1998 — 

when he was 20. 

The question is: what can a man who’s grown up 

with FreeNet tell us about where it’s going? 

André joined because his Dad, who worked for high-

tech firm Mitel, told him about it. Later, his father was 

also part of a program at Mitel that gave NCF after-

hours access to their phone lines, a crucial resource 

during our dial-up days, when we had 150 lines for 

40,000 members trying to reach them. 

He describes that era as a lot of fun, but money 

was tight and all the hardware was donated. 

“Shoestrings would look down on us,” he says. “It 

was pick your crisis. If things weren’t falling apart 

they were coming apart at the seams because of 

so many users.”   

NINETEEN YEARS
AND COUNTING
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Now, after 25 years, we’re taking stock. What are 

the best parts of our history, and what can we learn 

from past mistakes? How do we continue to evolve, 

while staying true to our founding principles? 

We know we are committed to providing access: 

working to keep internet affordable, high quality, 

helping people understand how to use it and feel 

safe online. 

We know that the more members we serve, the 

more sustainable we become, and the more 

support and new services we can offer, the lower 

our prices can be. 

We know that technology is moving faster all the 

time, and we want to keep pace. 

This is why we’re going to continue offering 

workshops for all our members, especially for 

seniors, those living on low incomes, new Canadians 

and other groups facing barriers to access.

It’s also why we’re launching Digital Access Day 

in 2018, to keep the conversation going and share 

lessons from the field. 

“ IT IS AN EXCITING TIME TO BE ALIVE — THE INTERNET 
HAS REVOLUTIONIZED SO MANY ASPECTS OF OUR 
LIVES AND OPENED UP WORLDS OF POSSIBILITIES  
CULTURE AND COMMERCE  ART AND INFORMATION  
COMMUNICATION AND COMMUNITY  WE ARE ONLY 
JUST BEGINNING TO SEE THE RANGE AND EXTENT OF 
POSITIVE IMPACTS THAT CONNECTIVITY CAN HAVE  

 I’M PROUD OF THE WORK NCF HAS DONE AND 
CONTINUES TO DO TO PROVIDE QUALITY, AFFORDABLE 
INTERNET ACCESS  I’M PROUD OF OUR FOCUS ON 
CUSTOMER SERVICE, SECURITY, AND PROTECTING 
USERS’ PRIVACY  I’M PROUD TO BE A PART OF THE  
NCF COMMUNITY AND I’M LOOKING FORWARD TO  
THE NEXT 25 YEARS ”  
DIANA CANTU (fz160)
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“NCF TO ME, MEANS ACCESS; ACCESS TO OPPORTUNITY, 
CONNECTIVITY, EDUCATION AND SUPPORT FOR EVERYONE  
IN THE REGION, REGARDLESS OF INCOME LEVEL ”  
LAUREN GARDNER (fy923)

“Even though it’s 2017 and the internet is 

ubiquitous, it still doesn’t reach everyone,” says 

André, who’s been working at NCF since 1998.  

“Part of what I see NCF doing in the future is what 

we’re doing now. We’ve actually really shifted over 

just the past two years. For the longest time we 

were struggling just to survive, then we were doing 

a little bit better, now we’re actually doing well 

enough that we can afford to do more things.” 

His tech brother-in-arms Michael agrees. He says 

he’s excited about a major equipment upgrade 

on the horizon that will take NCF another step 

forward, but also sees the bigger picture. 

“There’s some stuff that’s not NCF specific, but 

internet specific, like the CRTC’s announcement 

earlier this year that everybody in Canada should 

have 50/10mbps speed.”  

He adds, “it remains to be seen how that will play 

out, but it will be interesting to see what happens.”

Christina Eng, Summer HelpDesk Analyst, sees a 

role for NCF in filling the gap not just for those in 

the city, but beyond. 

“I’m hoping we can expand further in the country 

because Ottawa is growing, and also more places 

in Quebec.”  

Which ties back into what made NCF special at 

the beginning. There’s something signifiant about 

serving one community. You can see it in the buy 

local movemet and the re-emergence of farmers’ 

markets and other makers. We have often joked 

that NCF makes “artisanal internet”. 

“The whole idea of the physical connectedness of 

a community is under siege right now,” says NCF 

co-founder Jay Weston. “I think FreeNet could 

bring it back.” 

Chris Cope, current NCF Chair and past Executive 

Director has the advantage of liking where we 

came from, while also being excited about where 

we’re going. 

“The last 25 years brought us from community 

networking to the world wide web, from huge 

desktops to pocket-sized systems. The amount 

of change we’ve lived through is dizzying so who 

knows what’s next. We just know we want NCF to 

be there to help make it happen.” 
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DAVID EHMAN (fx479)
HelpDesk and WiseNet 

Dave is famous in the office for being able to explain 

everything in the perfect amount of detail, whether 

during a workshop or on a phone call. All in a perfect 

radio voice. A self-taught techie, when he’s not 

swapping novels with SysAdmin André Dalle, he’s 

digging into every ticket he can get his hands on.  

“I JUST LIKE THE IDEA OF THE NCF  I LIKE 
THAT IT’S A NOT-FOR-PROFIT, THAT ITS GOAL 
IS REALLY TO HELP PEOPLE GET CONNECTED 
TO THE INTERNET AND WHEN THEY DEAL 
WITH US, TO FEEL THAT THEY ARE ACTUALLY 
MEMBERS OF SOMETHING ”

BEVERLEY BROOKES (dk990)
Office Support  

Bev has been working with NCF since she retired: 

20 years ago! Fastidious in the best way, she helps 

ensure our bank deposits keep up with everyone’s 

payments and attends our Lunch and Learn nearly 

every month.   

“EVERYONE WANTS TO BE HERE, AND BECAUSE 
THEY WANT TO BE HERE THEY’RE HAPPY 
AND HELP OTHER PEOPLE, AND IT GIVES ME 
SOMETHING TO DO ”

IAN GORMAN (am125)
HelpDesk and WiseNet   

A relentless cracker of puns, Ian also puts in many 

hours helping our remaining dial-up members 

keep their service working. Given his background 

in statistics, he’s also been working on some data 

analysis projects for us, and is keen to let loose a fleet 

of small and low-cost Raspberry Pi mini-computers to 

collect information directly from members.   

“AFTER I RETIRED FROM THE GOVERNMENT 
AND DECIDED TO LAY LOW FOR A FEW 
YEARS, I CAME AND VOLUNTEERED HERE AT 
FREENET  I LIKE THE WORK THAT’S INVOLVED, 
I LIKE DEALING WITH MEMBERS AND I LIKE 
WORKING WITH PEOPLE WHO ARE GOOD ”

GIVING BACK Over the years, NCF has relied on hundreds of volunteers 
and we appreciate them all. Here’s some of the people 
who are helping out lately:

AL RICHMAN (bd622)
HelpDesk and WiseNet 

Al comes in almost every Wednesday afternoon. 

He’s a digital security expert and in addition to 

his work on the HelpDesk, he offered a workshop 

during WiseNet that was truly terrifying — until he 

told members how to protect themselves online. 

They loved it. 

“I’VE BEEN A MEMBER OF NCF FOR WELL OVER 
20 YEARS  SO WHEN I RETIRED I THOUGHT I’D 
GIVE SOMETHING BACK, SOME OPPORTUNITY, 
KEEP MY FINGERS IN ”

ADAM HUNT (fn352)
Software Distribution Program, Wiki Support,  

Oral History Editor  

Every few weeks, Adam shows up on his bike 

with a new batch of DVDs containing a range of 

free software for members to take home. He’s 

happy to spread the word on the value of Open 

Source Operating Systems like Ubuntu, but there 

are options for Windows users too. And every 

December he reviews the Help Wiki, proving his 

ongoing commitment to members helping members. 

He also bakes a mean cookie.  

“OUR JOB IS TO GET OUR MEMBERS ONTO THE 
INTERNET, SO THAT THEY CAN DO WHATEVER 
THEY NEED TO DO IN LIFE    I’LL DO WHATEVER 
HAS TO BE DONE TO HELP THEM  I DON’T 
WANT THEM MISSING OPPORTUNITIES WHEN 
WE CAN DO SOMETHING ABOUT IT ”

NADER HUSSAIN (fx874)
HelpDesk Support  

Twice a week Nader turns his keen eye on what can 

be improved for members. These days he’s been 

compiling a general ISP database, helping review 

the wikis and the website, and making suggestions 

about how to firm up volunteer training materials. 

“IT IS AN INTERESTING JOB  SOME OF THE 
THINGS I LIKE DOING HERE ARE THE DATABASE 
WORK AND OTHER TASKS THAT JUST NEED TO 
BE DONE ”
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Not pictured: 

KHADRA ALI 
Summer Low Income Support  

Handbook Co-Editor

MICHAEL CAYER 
System and Network Administrator Support 

ALEX PARSONS 
Anniversary Book Editor 

ADAM GODLEWSKI 
Summer Low Income Support Handbook Co-Editor 

JESSICA DAHANAYAKE 
Summer HelpDesk Analyst 

SHELLEY ROBINSON 
Executive Director

ANDREW MARTEY ASARE 
Business Analyst

ANDRÉ DALLE 
System and Network Administrator  

BILL ROBSON 
Internet Services Manager 

JAMES OUZAS 
HelpDesk Analyst  

NICK DETRE 
HelpDesk Analyst 

NAFTALI SHANI 
HelpDesk Analyst  

NATHALIE DOLBECK 
Billing Manager 

RUMYA SIVA 
Summer HelpDesk Analyst

CHRISTINA ENG 
Summer HelpDesk Analyst 

OUR STAFF
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Thank you to all National Capital 

FreeNet’s members, past and 

present. Without you, this book 

wouldn’t exist. Then again, neither 

would NCF! 

This book was built on the solid foundation 

(including many quotes from) In Their Own 
Words: the Story of National Capital FreeNet that  

Adam Hunt compiled for our 20th anniversary.  

Thank you Shelley Robinson and Ryley White 

for editorial support and to David Kawai for his 

awesome shots of the office and data centre, 

including the image used for the front cover.   

Thanks to everyone who shared your memories  

of NCF through the ages with me, whether over 

the phone or in person. This includes:  

Ian! Allen, Andrew Martey Asare, Beverley Brookes, 

Sheila Alder-Brown, Michael Cayer, Chris Cope, 

Jessica Dahanayake, André Dalle, Nick Detre, 

Nathalie Dolbeck, Lisa Donnelly, Pat Drummond, 

David Ehman, Gary Eikenberry, Christina Eng, 

Adam Godlewski, Ian Gorman, Kyla Huckerby, 

Nader Hussain, Mike Kelly, Ross Kouhi,  

Aven McMaster, Marita Moll, James Ouzas,  

Nick Ouzas, Al Richman, Shelley Robinson,  

Bill Robson, Santpal Sandhu, Naftali Shani,  

Rumya Siva, Dave Sutherland, André Vellino,  

Jay Weston, and Michael Wong.

Thanks to all those who sent me emails and 

Facebook comments. This includes:  

Andrée Boucher, Diana Cantu, Brian Chan, 

Stephen Darbyshire, Jim Elder, Yvonne Falardeau, 

George Frajkor, Lauren Gardner, Michael Goguen, 

Theresa Jamone, Randal Marlin, Susan McMaster, 

Bev Millar, Frances Tanner, and Anne Taylor.

Thanks to those who donated FreeNet memorabilia 

and memories, including Pat Drummond, Ian! Allen, 

Dave Sutherland, Lyn Shouldice, Jay Weston, 

Marita Moll and Susan McMaster for donating her 

daughter’s NCF email memory book Reality Bits.

Thanks to Character Creative, who designed the 

book: we love it. We also love the patience with 

which they put up with our numerous special 

requests and last-minute changes. 

Thanks Allegra Printing for turning digital  

into analogue. 

Thank you to all the newspapers, magazines and 

broadcasters who covered FreeNet so extensively 

and allowed us to republish their articles. 

Journalism is the first draft of history and these 

articles are central to the book. 

This includes The Ottawa Citizen and  

The Ottawa Sun, as well as Centretown News, 
Hour Magazine, Kanata Kourier Standard, 
MONiTOR Magazine, Nepean This Week,  
Ottawa Xpress, Silicon Valley North Magazine  

and This Week at Carleton. And CBC radio, 

CJOH, and CTV.

A L L  T H E  T H A N K  Y O U S
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Thank you to our current Board members for 

supporting us through the long process of pulling 

this book together and all those who have served 

on past Boards.

Thanks to the rest of NCF’s staff and volunteers 

for your wisdom and advice and especially to NCF 

SysAdmins André Dalle and Michael Cayer for 

making sure the online archive behind this book 

has a home.  

Thanks to my fellow summer students for your 

camaraderie and keeping me sane through our 

conversations, lunches and hijinks. 

Thank you to the three most amazing women in my life: 

my girlfriend Emily, my Mom Carol, and my cat Mari. 

‘Thank you to Carleton University for being our first 

nest and continuing to host our data centre.

Finally, thanks to the authors of NCF’s previous books: 

Al Seaman, Matthew Darwin, Colin Dickson,  

Pat Drummond, Miranda Grey, Ben Kennedy, 

Heather MacFadyen and Don McCallum for  

The Official FreeNet Survival Guide (1994); 

André Ouellette and all the individual recipe 

contributors for From the Kitchens of the National 
Capital FreeNet (1995);  

Rosaleen Dickson and Pierre Bourque for FreeNet 
for the Fun of It (1995); 

Ken and Bonni Evans for The National Capital 
FreeNet Navigator (1995).

You can check out our 25th anniversary archive 

at www.ncf.ca/archive  to view some of our 

collected newspaper clippings, pictures, founding 

documents, interviews and anything else we’ve 

scraped together.

You can find In Their Own Words:  
the Story of National Capital FreeNet on  

Adam Hunt’s personal website at  

http://web.ncf.ca/fn352/InTheirOwnWords.pdf

2016/2017 NCF Board Members 

Chris Cope, Chair

Peter Chapman, 1st Vice Chair

Peter MacKinnon, 2nd Vice Chair

Carole Charest, Treasurer

Graeme Beckett, Secretary

Jenn Barrigar, Director

Diana Cantu, Director

Pete de Lepper, Director

Martin Dubois, Director

Lauren Gardner, Director

George Muñoz, Director

“SO MANY PROBLEMS CAN BE SOLVED WHEN 
PEOPLE CAN JUST CONNECT WITH EACH 
OTHER, OR ACCESS THE INFORMATION THEY 
NEED, AND THE NATIONAL CAPITAL FREENET 
IS ON THE FOREFRONT OF CONTINUING TO 
MAKE THIS POSSIBLE  ”  
MICHAEL GOGUEN (fs289)




