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In the 1920s one of the fastest 
boats, if not the fastest, on Lake 
Ontario was the “Pollywog.” It 
belonged to Ben Kerr, a plumber 
of Irish heritage, part-time pian-
ist, boat builder and king of the 
rum runners. At a speed of forty 
knots it could transport from On-
tario to the prohibition American 
shore six hundred cases of 
whisky in a single crossing. 
There were many crossings, and 
at seven dollars a case they made 
Kerr a rich man and owner of the 
finest marina in Hamilton.  

Those who have read local author 
Bill Hunt’s books on booze and 
gangsters (“they say you’re sup-
posed to write what you know,” 
he quipped) will be well ac-
quainted with Ben Kerr. At the 
Society’s monthly public event in 
March, Bill showed his audience 
the documentary that was filmed 
by Irish Television (in which Bill 
appears) on Kerr’s criminal life. 
Some of the narrative was re-
corded in the Irish language with 
subtitles, which lent an added air 
of drama to the story.  

Kerr was a tall, good-looking 
man who, over his mother’s pro-
tests, dropped out of school (he 
had two uncles who had PhD 
degrees) and went to work, de-
termined to blaze his own path in 
life. Eventually, he started a boat 
building business in Hamilton, 
and not long after, he caught the 
attention of Canada’s version of 
Al Capone, a gangster named 
Rocco Perri. Perri needed some-
one to ferry his liquor to the U.S. 
and Kerr didn’t have to be talked 
into the job. His gun battles with 
pirates who wanted his cargo and 
his high speed escapes from the 
law over icy Lake Ontario waters 
were the stuff of a Hollywood 
movie. 

Ben Kerr (above) set out at a young age to blaze his own path in the world. He lived 
the high life until one fateful winter night on Lake Ontario in 1929.   
Photo : Bill Hunt and Elli and George Urban 

Ben Kerr’s “Pollywog” Express: 
Booze, Guns and an Icy Death     By Bill Kennedy 

Hazzard’s Corners Church  

Madoc Township 

See Anne Rector’s story beginning on 
page 3, about tracking down family. 
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We do not know the story behind this photograph from our archives or the year it 
was taken, but apparently it  was found in 1994 in an Intelligencer time capsule.  If 
anyone knows the names of these musicians, the Historical Society would be 
pleased to hear from you. It would make one less “nameless” photograph out of 
the many photographs in the archives to which no names are attached.  
HC 07398 

Ben Kerr  (Cont’d. from page 1) 
 

It was an exciting and prosperous 
life and Kerr played it to the hilt 
until the night of February 29, 
1929. Out on the dark lake the 
“Pollywog” ran short of gas. Kerr 
and his buddy, Alf Wheat, drifted 
helplessly toward the ice-bound 
shore near Colborne. He had a 
two-way radio on board and there 
is a rumour that he may have con-
tacted his wife to call for another 
boat to rescue them. But he had 
treated her so disgracefully, for 
example, inviting his mistress to a 
party at his house while his wife 
was present, that it may be she 
simply turned the radio off and 
thereby delivered him to his wa-
tery grave. The boat was crushed 
by the shore ice, and the bodies of 
Kerr and Wheat surfaced six 
weeks later.  
 

You can lean more about the saga 
of Ben Kerr and his times in Bill 
Hunt’s books “Whisky and Ice” 
and “Booze, Boats and Billions,” 
which was a national best seller. 

Education Committee 
Promotes Local History 
 
The Society has formed an Edu-
cation Committee. Its job will be 
to plan, coordinate and actively 
participate in programs highlight-
ing the county’s history. Ideas 
about what the committee can do 
to achieve this goal are welcome 
from everyone.  
 

When you stop to think about it, 
education is really what an His-
torical Society is about. The Hast-
ings County Historical Society is 
very fortunate to have a large staff 
of volunteers who put in many 
hours ever month at the Heritage 

Centre in Cannifton cataloguing 
material such as photographs, 
documents, old newspapers, mu-
nicipal records and maps so that 
anyone wishing to research some 
facet of the county’s past will 
have an easier job of finding what 
they’re looking for. Hand in hand 
with this over the past year has 
been the Society’s work to help 
fund the new archives building on 
Church Street.     
 

An important audience for the 
Education Committee is school 
children. They are our future con-
servators. A number of ideas have 
been proposed, some of which 
would include their interaction 
with the Society. There are also a 
number of sites online on this 
subject. The committee will be 
meeting with teachers to get their 
views on what can be done in this 
important area.  

Over the years the Society has 
been active in many educational 
activities with schools and the 
community at large. An Educa-
tion Committee will help provide 
direction as to how best to con-
tinue this tradition.  
 

Do you have an idea for the pro-
motion of local history? Would 
you like to participate with the 
Society in an educational pro-
gram If “Yes” is your answer, 
then call committee chairman 
Bill Kennedy (613-962-5991) or 
email him at the address on the 
back page of this newsletter. We 
would like to have a roster of 
people throughout Hastings 
County we could call on from 
time to time to lend a hand with 
an educational program in their 
municipality or township. Let’s 
get all of Hastings County in-
volved in preserving our past! 
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Arriving in Quinte, over three decades ago, I found 
an unfamiliar neck of the woods. But my beau, Kelly 
Reid, was born and bred here, so his family connec-
tions introduced me to the history of Hastings and 
Prince Edward Counties, Northumberland, as well as 
of Lennox & Addington Counties. Those with pio-
neer blood share connections throughout this region. 
 

One expression Kelly used had caught my ear, “He’s 
from North of 7, eh?” It was akin to the region-
ribbing remarks of my Maritime childhood: good-
natured teasing based on geographic distinctions – a 
colourful Canadian custom. This would later prove 
relevant. 
 

As I traced his family tree, I came to his maternal 
grandmother, Bertha Edith Broad. Her mother was 
Hannah Catherine Wallbridge, and her father, James 
Broad. Family records and photographs led us to ar-
chives and libraries, as we began to accumulate clues 
and cousin connections. We found Wallbridge kin 
well researched by Loral and Mildred Wannamaker, 
long before computers. But we knew little about the 
Broad family, so I dug further.  
 

It turns out that James’s father was Joshua Broad, 
born March 8, 1793 in Cornwall, England. He settled 
in Madoc Township, Hastings County, circa 1831. 
Listed as a ‘ropemaker’ and ‘farmer’, he died on Oc-

tober 3, 1870, and was buried at Hazzard's Cemetery 
in Madoc Township.  
 

A cousin found an application dated April 24, 1816, 
by Joshua Broad, roper, and an inhabitant of the Isle 
of Guernsey, seeking work in the British colony of 
North America. Joshua and his first wife, and son 
(age 3) sailed for America in 1819 from Cornwall. 
This son, William John Broad, was born March 28th 
on the Isle of Guernsey, and baptized April 12th in 
Probus, Cornwall. (William would later marry Mary 
Ann Hobson and have 12 children).  
 

Joshua Broad and his wife had a second son born at 
sea on this very voyage, December 31, 1819, Joshua 
Jr. (he would marry Harriet Haley, and have 12 chil-
dren). The Broads arrived at Philadelphia, Pennsyl-
vania, but would eventually migrate to Madoc, 
around 1830/31. We don’t know why they moved, 
but it wasn’t uncommon. 
 

Once in Madoc, Mrs. Broad passed away. Like 
many widowers, 
Joshua Broad Sr. 
remarried to Lavinia 
McArthur Stratton. It 
was her second mar-
riage too (She had 
previously married 
Sylvanus Stratton 
and had two chil-
dren, Murphy and 
Stimers). Lavinia 
was born February 
27, 1794 in the U.S., 
and died July 11, 
1872 in Madoc 
Township. She is 
also listed as buried 
at Hazzard’s Ceme-
tery.  
 

I grinned on inform-
ing my husband that 

he had a solid family trail that led …   “North of 7.” 
So one sultry summer afternoon, armed with new 
information and a bountiful picnic, we set off for 
historic Hastings countryside, in search of his Broad 
relations. First, we visited Hazzard’s Corners and the 
pretty white Hazzard’s Corners Church. Just to its 
 

(Cont’d. on page 5)  

North of 7, Eh? 
In Search of Family 
By Anne Elspeth Rector 

This photograph of the Broad Family barn is undated.  It was 
destroyed by fire in 1923 and rebuilt on the same stone foun-
dation as can be seen in the photograph below. 

Descendant Kelly Reid before the 
Broad family barn as it looks today. 
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   Hastings County Historical Society is Active on Many Fronts 

From the top, clockwise:  (a) Society volunteers 
man the display exhibit at the Belleville Seniors Fair 
on March 22. (b) Lindi Pierce, a frequent contribu-
tor to Outlook, is seen here with Dona Knudsen, 
BAA Executive Council Chair, at the Belleville Art 

Association Gallery to celebrate the opening of the 
special arts event, History in Brushstrokes. (c) 
Some of the guests at the recent “Nautical History 
of Belleville” event held at the Belleville Yacht Club 
and (d) the evenings speakers, (L to R) Dick Bird, 
Susan Smith, Sharon White, Richard Hughes, Paul 
Adamthwaite and Orland French. (e) Mike Shaw 
(left) and Bill Hunt at the Society’s March meeting 
discoursing on the incredible story of rum runner 
Ben Kerr (see page 1).          Photos: Nick White 
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 SAVOUR THE CHILL North of 7  (Cont’d. from page 3) 
 

side, we found the flush gravestones of Joshua Broad and Lavinia 
McArthur, his second great-grandparents. Cousin Nancy Lee shared a 
paper copy of a photograph, the only image we have of Lavinia. 
 

Next, we drove the West Side of Hart’s Road between Highway 37 and 
62, just north of Highway 7, until we found the Broad family home-
stead. Mid-nineteenth century saw Joshua Broad and Lavinia McArthur 
move from a log cabin into a Victorian brick, as they prospered. And 
here it stood, still inhabited.  
 

Hardship would affect the next generation of Broads, as fiery fortune 
swept away their impressive barn in 1923. It was ignited by sparks from 
the first tractor to be used for threshing power in the community. But 
our visit proved it had been rebuilt on the very same stone foundation, 
just as it appeared in a black and white image cousin Nancy had kindly 
shared.  
 

Another cousin, Doris Pearce, confirmed there was rope-making equip-
ment at the Broad farm in Madoc. The book ‘Way Back When’ by Gar-
net Pigden and Ardith McKinnon has an article on pages 266-269 about 
the Broad farm; a great tale of the log house and subsequent changes to 
the farm over the years. (The book can be read online at the Madoc Pub-
lic Library website.)  Hastings County census data for 1851, 1861, and 
1871, show the family: Joshua Broad Sr., born in England, Wesleyan 
Methodist, (Church of England in 1861), Resident Elzevir (Madoc, Con-
cession 10, Lot 30), and wife Vianna (Lavinia/Lavina) born in USA, and 
sons Lewis and James – Kelly’s great-grandfather.  
 

Half brother Joshua Jr. is described as a lad in his obituary, in the North 
Hastings Review of June 4, 1903; “He, with some other boys, chopped 
down the first tree cut from the forest where Madoc village stands today 
… foremost among the ranks of willing workers who, with stout hearts 
and eager hands, always did their very best in helping to make our coun-
try what it is today. He served in the Rebellion of 1837, receiving but 
one slight wound.” 
 

James Broad married Hannah Catherine (Kate) Wallbridge, January 27, 
1874, and moved to her family’s Wallbridge lands in Ameliasburgh. 
This became known as Broad’s Cove, along the south shore of the Bay 
of Quinte, just north of Massassauga, in Prince Edward County. Daugh-
ter Bertha Edith Broad was born a few years later. James B. Broad and 
Hannah Catherine Wallbridge are buried together at Belleville Ceme-
tery. 
 

Our exploratory jaunt “North of 7” was filled with more than family his-
tory. It held lovely scenery and side trips, like our pleasant meander 
through the once thriving hamlet of Queensboro, and its fascinating, his-
toric structures. Follow your family’s trails and discover heritage treas-
ures near home – they’re your personal passports to local history. 

_______ 

Steve Gariepy of Belleville dropped by 
the Historical Society’s Campaign 
Headquarters on Front Street during 
the city’s annual Savour The Chill event 
when  downtown restaurants serve up 

samples of their best soups. Steve is 
seen here viewing one of the Society’s 
historical displays. His six month old 
daughter, Briar, in bright pink snowsuit 
with toque pulled down over her eyes, 
appears to have seen enough and has 
“chilled out.” 

__________ 

Society President Richard Hughes 
(left) and Past President Orland 
French are seen here at the recent 
Seniors Fair held at the Wally Dever 
Arena on March 22. The Society par-

ticipated in the event along with many 
other organizations and companies. It 
is reported to have been a big suc-
cess. 
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Since our last article about octagonal houses was 
printed in the January issue of Outlook (Quest for the 
Hastings County Octagons), we have continued our hunt 
for Hastings County’s own elusive examples. From 
an Outlook reader, we received word that an octagon 
was last spotted in Bancroft, on a street near the 
downtown area. A street-to-street search readily 
yielded this photograph of a well-maintained white 
vinyl-clad octagon on Alice Street in a lovely spot 
beside the York River.  The windows have been up-
dated, although some of the double windows have 
been retained. A porch addition takes the place of 
what was likely a verandah along the Alice Street 
façade. Perhaps there was another verandah over-
looking the river. An interesting feature is the four 
roof dormers installed for ventilation in the pitched 
roof. No details about the builder or the building’s 
story have come to light, as of press time. Thanks to 
Gary Hicks for this sighting.  
 

A visit to ‘The Old Hastings Mercantile and Gallery’ 
in Ormbsy provided another glimpse of an octagonal 

structure. Shop-keeper Lillian Oakley showed me an 
archival photograph of the old station at Ormsby 
Junction, which would have been the Central On-
tario Railway stop near today’s Highway 62, just 
before the station at bustling Ormsby. The station is 
small but mighty; the long platform, the stairs and 
the station building are sturdily constructed, which 
might partially explain the absence of trees any-
where in the distance.  

In Search of the Octagon 
The Quest Continues    By Lindi Pierce 

The gentlemen cut a fine figure in their Sunday 
best; the little building shows its pretensions with a 
rooftop finial. Notice the signs for the Canadian 
Express Company and the Dominion Express 

Company. These were express departments of the 
parent railway offering faster shipping by express 
cars attached to passenger trains. The station mas-
ter would act as agent, on commission. The ex-
press cars carried perishable produce and special 
shipments such as prize livestock, automobiles and 
shipments of gold and silver bullion. (source: 
Trainweb.org)  
 

Thanks to Gary Pattison and Lillian Oakley at The 
Old Hastings Gallery for sending this old photo-
graph. 

  Picton Steamboat Excursion, 1873 
 

Belleville’s Native Cana-
dian Society advertised in 
The Intelligencer its an-
nual excursion to Picton 
b y  t h e  s t e a m e r 
“Rochester.” Departure time from Belleville was 
7:00 a.m., arriving in Picton at 10:00 a.m. It in-
cluded arrangements to go from Picton to the 
Sandbanks. Returning at 7:00 p.m. A ticket for a 
“Lady and  Gentleman” was $1.00. A ticket for a 
“Lady” was fifty cents.  Entertainment would be 
provided by the band of the XVth Argyle Light 
Infantry.  
 

“A (steamboat) pilot, in those days, was the only 
unfettered and entirely independent human being 
that lived in the earth.”             Mark Twain 



      7 

OUR SHADY HISTORY 
THE EVILS OF GAMBLING 
 By C.W. Hunt              
                                                                                          
Today, no one looks nervously over their shoulder 
when buying a lottery ticket.  But they used to!  
 

Most readers can remember when buying a ticket on 
the Irish Sweepstakes was something you did surrep-
titiously, usually from some shady character who 
obtained them from a mysterious source - you didn’t 
ask and he wasn’t saying. Not only was this shady 
character breaking the law by selling them, he was 
breaking the law by even having them on his person. 
There may have been women selling lottery tickets 
but I never met one. It was always some taciturn 

dude who chain-smoked. Until fairly recently Cana-
dians could not gamble legally in any province. In 
Methodist Ontario, gambling was not only illegal, it 
was regarded as sinful: one of many evils on the 
road to perdition. In 1942, responding to the knowl-
edge that organized crime was heavily involved in 
gambling, the provincial government set up a special 
branch of the O.P.P. to locate and raid these dens of  
iniquity. The unit, known as the Flying Squad, con-
sisted of no fewer than forty officers and was headed 
by Inspector Jack Hatch of the O.P.P.. Hatch and his 
squad quickly became acquainted with the many il-
legal gambling joints operating in both Hastings and 
Prince Edward Counties. 

One of these “dens of iniquity” could be found at 73 
Dundas Street East, which is directly opposite the 
Dairy Queen restaurant. For some years this building 
was standing unpainted, derelict and empty. Re-
cently, however, a new owner has rebuilt the old il-
legal gambling joint in an attempt to restore it to a 
previously unknown respectability. 
 

How do I know about its disreputable past? None 
other than Eugene Lang* told me about the Labarr 
emporium which he claims was a gambling joint as 
far back as the late 1930s. Eugene learned about it 
from his father, who was Belleville’s assistant post 
master and a regular Saturday night gambler. 
 

The house was owned by Elmer Gordon “Buster” 
Labarr, but despite his colourful sobriquet, Elmer 
did not operate the gambling den. He had a respect-
able position as manager of the best hostelry in the 
area, namely, the Quinte Hotel.  
 

Buster’s father, Elmer E. Labarr, was the gambling 
impresario. The “old man” had been a commercial 
traveler but in later years the sprightly senior kept 
busy as a bell hop at the Quinte. He also ran a game 
from 73 Dundas Street East two or three nights a 
week.  Eugene did  not recall any woman in the 
house, a fact born out by an examination of 
Vernon’s directories. 
 

The game apparently ran for several  years into the 
1940s but ceased when the old man became ill. He 
died in 1952 in his ninetieth year; proof, some would 
say, that only the good die young. 
  
Incidentally, Eugene also told me that Labarr could 
often be found on a week-end gambling at the larg-
est stakes game held between Toronto and Montreal. 
This game ran for decades in the upstairs of Eddy 
Thomas’s Cigar Store. But that’s another story, one 
which will take several articles to cover adequately.  
 

So next issue, we will pull aside the curtain of time 
to reveal one of Belleville’s and Trenton’s largest 
bootlegging operations. It’s one that serviced thirsty 
patrons over a wide area, including Centre Hastings 
and parts of Prince Edward County.  Stay tuned. 
 

*Eugene Lang, for many years, hosted a classical 
music program on CJBQ and did newspaper reviews 
for local musicals. There is a plaque honouring him 
at Bridge Street United Church. 

The illegal gambling joint at 73 Dundas Street East, Belleville, 
in a photo from 2007. The front porch is gone and the building 
has been given a facelift. It aroused the interest of 
O.P.P.Inspector Jack Hatch and his “Flying Squad.”     Photo: Bill 
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Hastings County Historical Society  is based at the old township 
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nifton, ON, K0K 2K0. Outlook is published eight months of the year 
for members and friends of the Society. The editor, Bill Kennedy, 

can be reached at email <kennedycounty@gmail.com> 

 

 

MEMBER ADDRESS 

Treaty No. 9 Exhibit 

The latest Archives of Ontario exhibit at the Capital Campaign 
Headquarters at 208 Front Street features Treaty No. 9 
wherein Ontario’s northern boundary was extended in 1912 
from the Albany River to its present location. The photo of the 

men seated below the Union Jack is the James Bay Treaty 
signing party at Fort Albany in the summer of 1905. Between 
1905/06 the commission travelled through the Treaty No. 9 
territory to explain it to aboriginal leaders assembled at four-
teen HBC posts. The couple above is Chief Michael Baptiste 

and his wife who attended the Metacbewan signing ceremony 
in July 1906. The commission travelled by canoe using abo-
riginal voyageurs as guides. 


