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The Rathbun Empire:  
Timber, Trains and  

Terra Cotta 
By Bill Kennedy 

 

In what town in Hastings County could you find all 
of the following: a railway line for logging opera-
tions, a lumber mill, a terra cotta factory, a charcoal 
processing operation, a chemical and gas works, a 
flour mill, a locomotive and streetcar manufacturing 
plant, a glass factory, a sash and door factory, an iron 
works, a cedar mill for fence posts and shingles, a 
vaudeville theatre, and just for good measure, the 
birthplace of the man who would become the founder 
of the Laura Secord Chocolates empire? 

The answer, of course, is Deseronto. 

Back in the latter nineteenth century and into the ear-
ly twentieth, Deseronto, with a population of about 
four thousand people, was a beehive of all these in-
dustries whose products were being exported around 
the world from its waterfront on the Bay of Quinte. 
The spark that started it all was the establishment in 
1848 of a sawmill by Amos Rathbun and a couple of 
associates. In 1855, Amos’s brother Hugo took over 
the business, purchased additional village properties 
and with his son Edward went on to develop what 
would be one of Ontario’s earliest company towns, 
which at that time was known as Mill Point.  

In her November talk to a Historical Society audi-
ence of 150 people, local historian Bobby-Jo Morris 
described her research through an extensive and im-
pressive collection of before and after photographs 
showing the locations of the businesses and great 
wealth that had flourished back then and what those 

sites look like today in 
what is now the quiet 
town of Deseronto.  

Rathbun terra-cotta de-
signs and images can 
still be seen after all 
these years on numerous 
brick houses and build-
ings, not just in Deser-
onto, but in other parts 
of the county and even 
beyond. A private house 
now sits on the Rathbun 
Chemical Works site, 
and it is safe to say that 
today the town’s entire 
waterfront is barely rec-
ognizable in the many 

Speaker Bobby-Jo Morris giving a presentation on Deseronto                   Photo by Doug Knutson 



 

historic photographs that record its zenith. In 1896, 
that waterfront was devastated by a fire that raged for 
days and destroyed the entire east end of Deseronto. 
The expansive piles of lumber sawn from timber im-
ported from the surrounding watersheds on 
Rathbun’s Bay of Quinte Railway and all the wooden 
company buildings were razed to the ground. A simi-
lar fate would destroy the Deseronto Iron Works in 
1908. Eventually, depleted timber stocks and poor 
forest management would play their part in the de-
cline of Deseronto’s fortunes. 

In 1901, the Deseronto 
Post Office was built 
and served additional-
ly as a custom house 
and Indian agent of-
fice. It was designed 
by the same architect, 
Thomas Fuller, who 
designed the first of 
Ottawa’s parliament 
buildings. It still 
stands today at the cor-
ner of Main and Cen-
tre Streets looking 
much as it did over a 
century ago, an icon in 
stone from that earlier 
age. Naylor’s Theatre 
to the east end of 
town, still standing but 
now closed and dilapi-
dated, was home to 
vaudeville acts and 

movie films. In its case the architect who designed it 
was the same person who designed Belleville’s 
Glanmore House, now the Glanmore National Histor-
ic Site, a jewel in the crown from Canada’s Victorian 
era.  

As to the founder of Laura Secord Chocolates Com-
pany, he was Frank Patrick O’Connor, born in Deser-
onto in 1885, his company’s name being that of the 
heroine of the War of 1812. It undoubtedly would be 
hard to find a Canadian today who has not sampled 
the sweet delights of the enterprise O’Connor 
launched in Toronto in 1913.  

Bobby-Jo’s presentation will be available for viewing 
on the Historical Society’s newly created YouTube 
channel. Search for it under Hastings County Histori-
cal Society. This is a new venture for the Society, and 
we welcome your feedback. 

 

Deseronto Man Captures 
31 Prisoners 

 

By Orland French 
 

Recently we experienced a wonderful presentation on 
Deseronto by Bobby-Jo Morris. Here’s something 
else about the town: 
 
Captain George Fraser Kerr of Deseronto was one of 
those brave soldiers who never gave up. For out-
standing exploits during the First World War, he was 
awarded the Military Medal at Mount Sorrel in 1916, 
the Military Cross at Amiens on August 18, 1918, 
and a bar for that award at Quéant later that summer. 
On September 28, 1918, he outdid himself. Although 
suffering a bullet wound in one arm, he checked him-
self out of medical care so he could take part in an 
assault on Bourlon Wood. 
 
Leading an attack on machine-gun posts, he single-
handedly captured four machine-guns and 31 German 
prisoners. Granted, by the end of September, 1918, 
the Germans had become more easily persuaded to 
surrender, but nevertheless it was a remarkable feat 
and earned Kerr the Victoria Cross, Britain’s highest 
decoration for valour.  
 

Although Kerr 
probably ducked 
death a hundred 
times on the bat-
tlefield, fate was 
reserving an ironic 
demise for him. 
He returned to 
Canada and man-
aged a metal sup-
ply firm in Toron-
to. On December 
8, 1929, he was 
overcome with 
carbon monoxide 
fumes while his 
car was warming 
up. Five other VC 
recipients attended 
his funeral. 

 
Deseronto commemorates his death on a plaque in 
Centennial Park, by the waterfront. See https://
hastingshistoricalplaques.ca/regional-maps/captain-
george-fraser-kerr/79?cID=27 
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 Tragedy on the  
Grand Trunk 

 

By Richard Hughes 
 

The Grand Trunk Railway arrived in Belleville in 
October 1856 and quickly became the key mode of 
transportation for local residents traveling between 
Canada’s two major cities, strongly favoured over 
the rough and rutted roads or the slower water travel. 
There were frequent accidents on the new lines, but 
one of the most tragic happened just east of Belle-
ville, near Shannonville, just after 1 a.m. on Saturday 
22 June, 1872. 
 
On Express Train 3 that night, a large share of the 
passengers in the second class car were French Cana-
dian lumbermen and, in particular, raftsmen, who 
had worked in the Peterborough area for the spring 
logging season and were now returning home to 
Quebec. By way of background, through much of the 
1800s, the lumber industry was a key player in the 
economic development of this region. Giant trees, in 
the tens of thousands, were cut inland during the 
winter and floated down the rivers to the harbours 
where they were processed at the many sawmills. 
The valuable tall white pines were often bound into 
giant rafts and floated to Montreal or Quebec for ex-
port to Britain. Large numbers of French Canadians 
were contracted for this work.   

On June 22, 1872, eastbound Express Train 3 was 
composed of its engine and tender, followed by a 
baggage car, mail car, second class car, two first 
class cars, a smoker car and a Pullman. The passen-
gers were settling in for the night, undoubtedly look-
ing forward to returning to their homes and families 
after the weeks of heavy and dangerous work, with 
the train traveling between 20 and 25 mph when, 

about a mile east of Shannonville, at the base of a 
long grade, tragedy struck.  
 
Apparently, a piece of the steel flange from the right 
drive wheel, just three inches in size, broke off, and 
this was sufficient to force the engine off the rails. It 
continued about 200 yards, down a steep grade, ulti-
mately roaring down an embankment about twelve 
feet deep. The baggage car shot off to the left, the 
engine twisted completely around, falling on its side 
with the cowcatcher digging six feet into the ground 
and the second class car ending up on the front of the 
engine.  The collision broke off the safety valve of 
the engine sending great volumes of boiling steam 
through the crowded second class car. Unable to es-
cape the crowded car, several people were killed out-
right and many others seriously injured by the colli-
sion and by the powerful rush of steam which not 
only burned the skin but scalded the lungs. The 
newspaper reported sixteen persons killed and fifty-
six injured at that time, although several more died in 
the coming days. 
 
Soon a locomotive arrived at the scene, and the dead 
and injured were transferred to Belleville station 
where all of the medical men of the town were sum-
moned along with ministers of the various congrega-
tions. The Grand Trunk freight sheds became a tem-
porary hospital while some injured were kept by lo-
cal families. Note, there was no hospital in Belleville 
at that time. The newspaper account gives a graphic 
description of the scene faced by the doctors: “The 
terrible cries of the sufferers rent the hearts of the 
lookers-on who made every possible effort to grant 
their requests for water, stimulants and food. Their 
contortions, under the influence of their terrible inju-
ries, were fearful to witness, whilst prayers, and 
cries, and premonitions of approaching dissolution 
were here and there heard.” The description of the 
injuries, mostly involving the head and hands and 
their lungs, emphasized the horror of the suffering, 
portraying some as badly scalded, others seriously 
scalded, while others were fatally scalded.   
 
The freight sheds being a very rough location, Rev. 
Father Farrelly offered the use of the convent build-
ing to serve as a hospital. This location was a major 
improvement over the freight sheds as the newspaper 
reports the patients’ minds were being greatly dis-
turbed by the noise of the trains and the “hooting of 
the locomotives” which brought painful memories of 
the scenes of the disaster. To assist the doctors, many 
local volunteers came forward, particularly from the 
YMCA, and many ladies from local organizations 

G.T.R. locomotive ca 1860                             CABHC HC07142 



 

replaced bandages and cotton dressings and comfort-
ed the injured. Also, the railway arranged for ten Sis-
ters of Charity from Montreal to come. Their nursing 
experience proved to be of great value, not only to 
the doctors, but in relieving the large group of local 
ladies who had been giving “unceasing attendance” 
to the suffering. Days later, the newspaper reported 
that some of the injured had recovered sufficiently to 
be sent home, while others continued to succumb to 
their injuries, increasing the fatality numbers.  
 
The emotion of the day is presented poignantly in a 
newspaper report: “Among the dead and the dying, in 
the midst of some fifty or sixty men with blackened 
and blistered faces, suffering the most intense agony 
at the station last Saturday, lay a little girl of six sum-
mers, ticketed Callender, from Kemptville, with her 
sweet little face (which had fortunately escaped inju-
ry) upturned to heaven, and her fair, curly hair spread 
out upon the rough pillow, she looked like a star from 
heaven that had suddenly fallen to this hard world of 
ours. Her mother lay dead a short distance from her, 
and her father lay dying, when she said to the kind 
nurse that sat by her side, “They say my father is dy-
ing; I don’t want my father to die.” Then she dropped 
off to sleep, and woke up singing sweetly, “There is a 
friend ever near, Never fear, never fear.” Poor child 
she was then an orphan but such a sweet spirit was 
not long permitted to stay on earth, and at three 
o’clock Sunday morning her little spirit was carried 
by angels to meet that dear mother who had evidently 
acted so well a mother’s part.” Day after day the In-
telligencer newspaper reported the names of those 
injured, but recovering, as well as the increasing 
number who succumbed to their burns and injuries. 
The final figure reached 37 deaths.  
 
This terrible accident with such painful injuries had a 
deep impact on the whole community and led to pres-
sure on town council to establish a hospital. In the 
face of slow progress by the town, many leading 
women from the churches came together and formed 
the Women’s Christian Association and put pressure 
on town council which finally brought results. After 
determined efforts over several years, the provincial 
government registered a charter on June 2, 1880, for 
the WCA to establish and maintain “a House for des-
titute orphans, aged, and friendless persons, and also 
a Hospital for the care of those injured by accident, 
or who are sick.” 
 
 
 
 

 Deserving Recipient of 

Historic Award 

On November 9, Community  archivist Amanda 

Hill received the Award of Historical Merit from 

the Deseronto and District Historical Society. Presi-

dent Clarence Zieman noted Amanda’s valuable 

contributions to the preservation and promotion of 

Deseronto history both during her term as village 

archivist 2007-2016 but also her continued support 

as Community Archivist for Belleville and Hastings 

County. 
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Coleman Block / Sans Souci 
240 Front Street 

By Lois Foster 
 

This cut stone building at 240 Front Street has the 
distinction of being a firebreak for at least two hor-
rendous Belleville downtown fires. On January 29, 
1863, fire razed a row of frame buildings until it 
reached the south wall of Charles Lester Coleman’s 
three-storey block. In 1868, on a Saturday morning, 
April 18th, the village was awakened at 3:30 a.m. to a 
blaze of fire roaring through frame, brick and stone 
buildings alike, until it came to the north wall of 
Coleman’s wonderful cut stone building. The firemen 
must have been sighing a big thank you to Charlie. 
 
The Coleman family had been in Belleville since 
1814 when Thomas Coleman of Kingston, a Captain 
of the Provincial Dragoons, had purchased most of lot 
three in the first Concession of Thurlow. This land 
included property on both sides of the Moira River 
with grist and sawmills near the north end of the west 
side of Front Street.  
 
Charles Lester Coleman, barrister, had purchased, in 
March 1846, the lot on the west side of Front Street 
from his father, Thomas, for five shillings. The lot 
had a forty foot frontage on Front Street and extended 
back to the Moira River. It would be nice to know 
who his builder was. In the late 1840s, it was unusual 
to see such an impressive building on Front Street, 
with five bays neatly recessed between cut stone pi-
lasters rising through the three storeys. Above the 
first storey is a “sill course”—a wide band course of 
stone connecting and forming part of the windowsills 
of the second storey. Between the second and third 
storey is a wide horizontal course of raised and re-
cessed stone blocks forming an interesting relief be-
tween the pilasters. Unfortunately, the third storey 
and cornice of this grand old building was removed 
with just a hint of the third storey windows showing, 
but filled in. The 1957 Fire Insurance Atlas records 
that the third storey is extant at that time, but in a 
photo circa 1975, it is gone. After many hours of 
reading newspapers on microfilm looking for reports 
of renovations to the building, I could find no men-
tion of the elimination of the third storey. 
 
Coleman settled into his new building with his office 
on the second floor above his first tenant, W P Wil-
son, Dry Goods merchant. The next tenant was James 
Blacklock with his Canton Tea Store who moved 
from his store on the southwest corner of Front and 

Bridge Streets in 1856. According to his many adver-
tisements in the Hastings Chronicle, “Mr. Blacklock 
has cheese manufactured at the dairy of George Tay-
lor, Sidney,” and “James Blacklock, Canton Tea 
Store, received a large shipment of fruit.” By 1865 he 
had a whole page ad in the Directory which included 
Groceries, Wines and Liquors besides his usual Teas 
and Coffees. In the following year, Blacklock no 
longer had his Canton Tea Store in Coleman’s Build-
ing; in fact, he is listed in the 1868 Directory as the 
Town Treasurer and Chief Engineer of the Fire De-
partment. 
 
The Coleman Block remained a viable Coleman fam-
ily-owned business venue in the middle of downtown 
with two stores in their building fronting on Front 
Street, five apartments on the above storeys and a 
separate building along the river. Charles’s son, 
Thomas, a Dental Surgeon in Ottawa, had inherited 
the property and looked after leasing it over the 
years. The property was sold by his widow and three 
children in 1917. 
 

After a few years of buying and selling, the property 
was purchased in 1924 by the Domenico family who 
made their home in six apartments on the second and 
third storeys. Samuel Domenico moved his fruit store 
from the north side of Bridge Street East near Pinna-
cle, having been there since 1911. He leased the one 
store to a tenant and had his fruit store in the other. 
By 1935 the frontage of their building had been 
changed to one store for Steels, then Peoples depart-
ment store. Samuel had died; son Frank and grandson 

240 Front Street, Belleville, as it appears today            

  Photo by Amanda Hill  
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Leonard had continued in his footsteps with Empire 
IGA farther north along Front Street; Zellers depart-
ment store had purchased the Coleman Block. 
 
On January 4, 1973, the Intelligencer reported: 
“Zellers Closing—A downtown shuffle now in pro-
gress—Zellers papered its windows this past week. 
Top Discount Store will take possession after being 
just north of Zellers on Front Street. They plan many 
renovations of the 6,300,000 square foot store.” 
Again, in the Intelligencer on March 24, 1973: 
“Dolan the Druggist to close up shop at 256 Front 
Street after more than half a century—sold to the Top 
Discount Stores chain who plan to add a pharmacy 
counter to their new store named Top Drug Mart.” 
This store was later named Shoppers Drug Mart. 
 
Sans Souci, Special Occasion Catering, has been ca-
tering in Belleville for 25 years, during which time 
they added their Café at 240 Front Street. 
 

 

Historical Society  

Presentations 2020 
 

Tuesday, January 21- Hastings County Historical 
Society presents Peter May, owner of world-
renowned Research Casting International in Tren-
ton, speaking on “The Restoration and Preservation 
of Priceless Paleontological Specimens and Arti-
facts.” This local firm does work for museums, uni-
versities and other institutions all over the world. 
 
Tuesday, February 18 - Hastings County Historical 
Society presents Trevor Parsons, HCHS Director 
and University of Waterloo doctoral student in histo-
ry, speaking on “Prideful Prejudice: The Kanadian 
Klan in the Bay of Quinte, ca 1920–1940.” 
 
Tuesday, March 17 - Hastings County Historical 
Society presents Larry D. Cotton, author, speaking 
on his book “Whiskey & Wickedness” which will 
provide colourful tales from the early days in North 
and South Hastings County—an appropriate program 
for St. Patrick’s Day. 
 
Tuesday, April 21 - Hastings County Historical So-
ciety presents Jim Brownell, retired teacher and for-
mer MPP, speaking on “The Lost Villages of the St. 
Lawrence.” Learn about the many villages that were 
either moved or inundated to make way for the St. 
Lawrence Seaway in the 1950s. 

Tuesday, May 19 - Hastings County Historical So-

ciety presents Dr. William Fox, archaeologist and 

Associate Professor at Trent University, speaking 

on “Pre-European History of Hastings County.” 

Learn about the lives and cultures of the many 

groups thriving in this area before the arrival of the 

European settlers and colonists 

 

 

HCHS Volunteers  

Recognized 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Community Archives/Hastings County Historical 
Society volunteers receiving Ontario Volunteer Ser-
vice Awards from Minister Todd Smith: (from top) 
Diane Sule (25 years), Lois Foster (35 years), Adele 
Dibben (25 years),  Elizabeth Mitchell (15 years), 
Mary Carol Black (on behalf of Marney Black, 15 
years). Not present: Gerry Boyce (55 years) and 
Dyan Bonter (10 years). 
  
.  
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In Memoriam 
 

On November 6 the Histori-
cal Society and the Commu-
nity Archives lost a dear 
friend and a long-time volun-
teer with the passing of Mar-
garet Mary (Marney) Black. 
After a long and very re-
warding career as a teacher, 
mainly at St. Michael’s 
Academy in Belleville, 
Marney turned her energies 

and skills to two of her life-long interests, local his-
tory and family genealogy. For seventeen years, she 
brought her talents to the Historical Society and 
Community Archives, working with the team of 
volunteers on historical documents and photographs 
and carrying out research. Everyone benefitted from 
her deep knowledge and kindly manner. She will be 
long remembered by her many volunteer friends.  

Continuing a long tradition, President Richard 

Hughes and Vice-president Stanley Jones laid the So-

ciety’s wreath at the November 11 Remembrance 

Day ceremony at Belleville Cenotaph. A large crowd 

gathered to honour the local men and women who 

served Canada in wars, peacekeeping and in the cur-

rent armed forces. 

Continuing the Tradition 

Photo by Amanda Hill 

Holiday Celebration of Volunteers   Photo by Donna Fano and Sandy Kennelly  
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Date: Tuesday, January 21, 2020 

Time: 7:30 p.m. 
 

Location: Maranatha  
 

100 College Street West, Belleville 

An Entertaining Night Out—Bring a Friend 

 

(Please use rear parking lot and back entrance and go to 
Meeting Room.)   

Topic: The Restoration and Preser-
vation of Priceless Paleontological 
Specimens and Artifacts 

Speaker: Peter May, owner of world 
renowned Research Casting Inter-
national in Trenton, which does work 
for museums, universities and other 
institutions all over the world. 
 

Hastings County  
Historical Society 

Presentation 
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