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Canada’s 150th birthday but Historical Society receives the gift! The Commonwell Mutual Insurance 

Group is celebrating Canada 150 by supporting heritage organizations in Ontario. Commonwell is a 122-

year-old company, an amalgamation of three farmers’ mutual insurance companies, operating across East-

ern Ontario. The Hastings County Historical Society was chosen as one of six heritage organizations to re-

ceive $25,000 to develop and promote local history for future generations. At a special ceremony on Sep-

tember 19th, Commonwell’s vice-president, Scott Crone, presented the cheque to Society president, Richard 

Hughes. The Historical Society will use this amazing and totally unexpected gift to erect a series of histori-

cal plaques in Belleville (2017) and across Hastings County (2018) to commemorate local people, places 

and events of particular historical significance.      

HCHS receives $25,000 from  

Commonwell Mutual Insurance Group  

Photo by Bill Kennedy  



2 

Hunter of Dreams 

A Story of the  

Underground Railroad 

By Bill Kennedy 
 

It is the opinion of author Steven Duff that Dr. Alex-
ander Milton Ross was a genuine super hero. Ross, 
born in Belleville in 1832, was a physician, author, 
abolitionist, naturalist and reformer, and, says Duff, 
“a man who walked the walk.” He expounded on 
these views in his presentation at the Historical Soci-
ety’s public event in September. 

Duff, a retired school music teacher, first heard of 
Ross when his students were assigned a school pro-
ject on the Underground Railroad, a concept devel-
oped by the Quakers that operated during the time of 
slavery in the southern United States. Duff was 
amazed by what he learned about the man and decid-
ed that he would do some serious research himself. 
Eight years later it culminated with the publication of 
his novel Hunter of Dreams. 

Among his many accomplishments, Ross was some-
thing of an authority on birds. Using this knowledge 
to gain introduction to southern US plantation socie-
ty, he got permission from plantation owners to tour 
their properties, ostensibly for his ornithological pur-
suits. It was the perfect cover for his true purpose, 
which was to acquaint the slaves who accompanied 
him in his walks with information about how to es-
cape to the north.  

Strange as it may seem to our ears today, Ross found 
that not all slaves wanted to leave the only place they 
knew as home. They were the ones who lived on 
“good” plantations where they felt they were fairly 
treated compared to those on plantations where fail-
ure to complete the quota of work demanded by the 
owner would lead to serious punishments like whip-
ping. The latter were more than ready to make a run 
for it, and even in the south where there was a grow-
ing repugnancy to slave ownership, there were safe 
houses they could depend on for help providing they 
knew the signs to look for such as a quilt hanging in 
a window.   

While not involved directly in the escapes himself, 
Alexander Milton Ross organized hundreds of es-
capes to the north. There were, for example, railway 

Unveiling of the Marchmont 

Home Plaque 

A new plaque will commemorate the Marchmont 
Distribution Home through which more than 
100,000 British children entered new lives in Cana-
da. The plaque was unveiled at the Belleville Club 
on September 28 by (l to r) Historical Society Presi-
dent Richard Hughes, Mayor Taso Christopher, 
Sandra Joyce, vice-president of the British Home 
Child Group International, Karen Mahoney, presi-
dent of BHCGI, and James Gilchrist, author of the 
book Marchmont Distributing Home. The plaque 
will be placed in a permanent location on Yeomans 
Street.                                   Photo by Orland French  

Steven Duff , speaker for the presentation on September 19, 
attracted a large crowd.                      Photo by Doug Knutson 
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boxcars heading north marked hardware or dry goods 
or pet stock, code names for the cars carrying men, 
women or children. But politics were at play in the 
US. In 1850, the Fugitive Slave Act was passed. Es-
caped slaves in the northern states were free, but at 
the same time they were also considered stolen prop-
erty. Southern slave owners posted rewards for their 
return, and there were those in the north who were 
ready to turn a slave over to his or her “owner” for 
profit. One of the most dramatic scenes in literature 
of this scenario occurs in Toni Morrison’s novel Be-
loved, which won the Pulitzer Prize. The Fugitive 
Slave Act was one of the reasons that many escaped 
slaves kept on going until they had crossed into Can-
ada. 

By 1793, slavery in Canada had been phased out, but 
while escaped slaves had rights as Canadian citizens, 
it did not mean they escaped racism on Canadian 

soil. Racism existed here, too, and made life difficult 
for many. The Uncle Tom’s Cabin Historic Site in 
Dresden, Ontario, includes the home of escaped slave 

Josiah Henson.  It was his autobiography that in-
spired Harriet Beecher Stowe’s title character in her 
novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin. 

 
 
 

John J. Griffin  

of The Griffin Opera House 

By Laurel Bishop 
 

During the years 1910 to 1927, the Opera House at 
Bridge and Church Streets in Belleville took its name 
from moving picture pioneer John J. Griffin of To-
ronto. He was no stranger to Belleville during those 
years, however, visiting the city on numerous occa-
sions to attend to the business of the Griffin Amuse-
ment Company which he ran with the help of his son, 
Peter. John Griffin leased the Carman Opera House 
in May of 1910 and also owned the Palace Theatre 
on Front Street. His closest friends in town were 
Crown Attorney Carnew and Jack Mackie, the three 
men often attending performances at the Opera 
House together.  

John Griffin was born in Toronto on November 25, 
1855, of Irish-Catholic parentage. He began his cir-
cus career as a candy butcher during the days when 
“grafters, pickpockets and crooks generally” were 
part of circus life, and rose to become owner of half a 
dozen circuses. In the off-season, he always returned 
to Toronto. In late 1905, as he was coming back from 

the United States, he observed the success of store-
front cinemas, in particular the Pittsburgh Nickelo-
deon, where motion pictures were shown at a cost of 
five cents. Griffin decided to try the venture in To-
ronto for having reached the age of fifty, he wanted 
to spend more time at home. By the end of 1906, he 
owned four theatoriums in that city. The following 
year, the Griffin Amusement Company was regis-
tered in Ontario, and the business grew. 

 

 

 

 

 

John Griffin 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the fall of 1907, the Toronto newspapers reported 
that John Griffin had been sent to jail for fifteen days 
at hard labour for an aggravated assault charge on 
his wife. Despite hearing a denial from the defendant 
of every claim his family members made in court, 
the magistrate refused to consider a fine, suggesting 
that jail time would give Griffin “plenty of time to 
think it over.” This decision appears to have had 
some influence for while in jail, Griffin allowed his 
largest theatre to be used by a prominent religious 
features editor for the Sunday World as a kind of 
penance. During the following month the man lec-
tured to The Passion Play. 

John Griffin’s experience and ready money allowed 
him to prosper as he bought and ran ever more thea-
tres throughout Ontario. A total of thirty-four are 
known. The Griffin Amusement Company was con-
nected to chains of theatres in Quebec, the Maritime 
Provinces, New England and Michigan. In May of 
1910, Griffin leased four older theatres in Stratford, 
Guelph, Kingston and Belleville. Thus, the Carman 
Opera House became the Griffin Family Theatre, for 
the company’s business plan was to focus on motion 
pictures and vaudeville. Actress Beatrice Lillie, who 
attended St. Agnes Manor school in Belleville, sang 
at The Palace in the evening. She also performed at 
one of Griffin’s Theatoriums in Toronto early in her 

Source: Toronto Star, 
Aug. 14, 1931 
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career. 

The transformation to the Griffin Family Theatre, lat-
er commonly referred to as the Griffin Opera House, 
reads as follows in the Daily Intelligencer: “A large 
electric sign with the name ‘Griffin’ has been placed 
on the roof and the front is brilliantly illuminated 
with incandescent lights, which was a long-felt want, 
and will lend a feeling of enchantment to the exterior, 
while upon the interior one’s attention is attracted to 
the brilliantly lighted stage. A new row of foot lights 
have been put in and about a hundred side lights. 
There will be new draperies throughout. The color 
scheme, as designed by Scantlebury, is one of quaint 
ivory. As is the custom of the Griffin people, all the 
decorations, both electric and otherwise, have been in 
the hands of local contractors.” The paper adds that 
“Mr. Griffin personally will be here for the opening 
performances,” and informs that “the shows will be 
continuous, so that you may go at any time from two-
thirty until five in the afternoon, and from seven until 
ten-thirty at night.”  

During the First World War, John Griffin was gener-
ous in allowing free use of the Opera House for re-
cruiting meetings. In 1917, his company supported 
the campaign for Victory Loans, donating $50 bonds 
to be raffled in each of his theatres. In 1918, Griffin 
provided a free open air showing of Victory Loan 
films in front of the Palace Theatre using the screen 
from the Opera House. 

The Palace Theatre burned down on November 16, 
1920, the fire starting in the furnace room. The build-
ing had been leased by Mayor W.B. Riggs to the 
Griffin Amusement Company as a moving picture 
theatre. In the later years of the Opera House, that 
building was Griffin’s in name only. It was demol-
ished in 1933 as modern motion-picture theatres took 
over.  

John Griffin had died two years earlier on August 13, 

1931. He was remembered in obituaries as one of the 

best known showmen in Canada. George Forhan, of 

Belleville, who worked with Griffin for many years 

stated in The Intelligencer that Griffin was “the most 

generous of men and the finest possible executive to 

work with.” John J. Griffin’s obituary in that newspa-

per includes these words: “it is fitting that his good 

deeds of which little was said in his lifetime should 

live after him, and other deeds of possible doubtful 

value should be buried with him.” 

 

The (Almost) Great Stirling 

Counterfeit Caper 

By Richard Hughes 
 

It is September 1865, and the southern portion of 
Hastings County is filling up with settlement. The 
forests have largely been cleared and many prosper-
ous farms established. A feeling of excitement is 
gripping the county as development rapidly advanc-
es, and suspicion is widespread that great mineral 
wealth is hidden below the vast, newly cleared lands 
which will bring unimagined wealth to the popula-
tion. In 1866, gold is discovered at Eldorado, and 
thousands of miners and speculators flock in. Vast 
quantities of iron ore have been uncovered around 
Marmora and Madoc, and discoveries of copper, 
lead, nickel and zinc are claimed. The time is ripe 
for opportunists to reap their own benefits from the 
wave of expectation.  

A gentleman then staying in Sidney Township, Rob-
ert Orme, learned of a purported silver mine in 
Rawdon and that the owners were looking for inves-
tors to advance the digging. He contacted his part-
ner, Mr. Howie of Hamilton, who owned a paper 
mill. They went to the mine site near Stirling with 
two local farmers, James Quackenbush and Addi 
Stickle, and were shown the mine which was not at 
all convincing to Mr. Howie; he was not interested. 
While walking back to their team and wagon, they 
stopped at a cabin in the woods where James 
Quackenbush claimed that the mine was, indeed, 
productive. He brought forth a US silver half dollar 
coin and claimed that he had “a peck of them” 
which he could provide at a good price. Mr. Howie 
understood the situation and said he would return in 
two weeks with his decision.  

Mr. Howie then returned to Belleville and immedi-
ately reported the facts to Mr. Ponton and Mr. Bell 
(local solicitors). They advised him to continue the 
discussions which led to a second visit to the mine. 
Mr. Howie indicated a willingness to buy the coun-
terfeit US coins. However, the mine owners were 
vague and ultimately admitted that they lacked some 
metals needed to produce the coins in volume. They 
would obtain this material and would manufacture 
the coins and notify Mr. Howie. At this point, Mr. 
Howie was called back to Belleville and was intro-
duced to Mr. Armstrong, a government detective 
specializing in counterfeiting operations. He had 
been a detective in the US working on offences 
against the US mint.  
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It was time to set the trap! Howie and Armstrong re-
turned to Stirling with the latter being introduced as 
Dr. Stratton from New York, an expert in the coun-
terfeit coin business who knew how to plate money 
and would buy all they could produce. He showed a 
big roll of money, said to be a thousand dollars, to 
prove his ability to buy the coins (the roll was actual-
ly one-dollar bills with a five on the top and bottom). 
At this point, Reynard Quackenbush joined the dis-
cussions. It was obvious to the three mine owners 
that Stratton was very knowledgeable of the technical 
processes, and they became fast friends. During the 
discussion, it was claimed they possessed counterfeit 
coins in volume, but failed to show them to Howie 
and Armstrong. They did, however, have one US sil-
ver half dollar and one Canadian quarter dollar ap-
parently made of tin with a little copper and a galva-
nized finish. Armstrong, claiming to be an expert in 
producing such coins, asked to keep the two on the 
pretext of being able to suggest improvements.  

One further wrinkle— sometime earlier, due to a fear 
of being caught, the machinery, which had been 
worked by horsepower in the woods, had been dis-
mantled and spread around the community.  So, next 
day the men located the press on one farm and the 
screw which had been hidden in the floor of the Raw-
don town hall. The machine was ready for assembly, 
although the dies were still not ready. 

Tightening the noose, Detective Armstrong (Dr. 
Stratton) sent a telegram to Mr. Howie in Stirling 
saying that he had obtained the necessary dies and 
metals in Toronto and that they should come to his 
rooms at Mr. Weese’s hotel in Belleville. Time to 
spring the trap. James Quackenbush and a Mr. Potter 
were immediately arrested at the hotel, and Addi 
Stickle and Reynard Quackenbush were picked up at 
Stirling.   

Addi Stickle and Reynard and James Quackenbush 
were indicted for possession of the instruments to 
produce American half dollars and Canadian twenty 
cent pieces and with making counterfeit money. At 
the trial, the defence argued strongly that the govern-
ment had entrapped the defendants and that no coun-
terfeit money had ever been used.  

The jury deliberated just three hours and found James 
Quackenbush and Addi Stickle guilty of having the 
press and Reynard Quackenbush guilty of making 
counterfeit money. Being a Friday, the judge with-
held sentencing until Monday. However, on Sunday, 
Reynard Quackenbush, who had been very ill during 
the trial, died in jail. On Monday, James 
Quackenbush was sentenced to three years and Addi 

Stickle to two years in the provincial penitentiary. 
Thus ended the Great Stirling Counterfeit Caper, al-
most before it began.  

Sources: The Hastings Chronicle, March 28, 1866, p. 
2 and The Globe, March 28, 1866, p 1. 

 

 
Dance of the Decades 

 
In the era of dances called the Charleston and the 
Black Bottom, a group of musicians got together in 
the Bay of Quinte Country Club and kicked off the 
summertime seasonal opening dance on May 24, 
1928. Their charismatic leader was a fellow named 
Tommy Mason. 

They called themselves The Commodores. Ninety 
years later they are still called The Commodores, and 
they are led today by an energetic, amiable gentle-
man named Andy Sparling. He’s a one-time radio 
journalist, a one-time Loyalist broadcast teacher, 
who in his retirement is fulfilling his dream: lead a 
Big Band jazz orchestra. Not only a Big Band, but 
probably the longest-running in North America. 

The Commodores are the guest “speakers” at our an-
nual banquet on October 28. They’ll be speaking, all 
19 of them, through their musical instruments. 
We’ve chosen the National Air Museum in Trenton 
as an appropriate locale, given the popularity of the 
Commodores with the air force during the Second 
World War.  

But Commodore Andy is more than band director. 
He is also author of the first history book on The 

The Commodores played in the spring of  1946 at the  
Trianon Ballroom                     Courtesy of Andy Sparling  
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Commodores called Dance of the Decades. It will be 
launched at our banquet, and copies will be available 
for only $25. The book is packed with wonderful 
memories for anyone who likes Big Band music or 
may have danced to the music of The Commodores.  

As for dancing at the banquet: we have a lively or-
chestra playing swing music and a large open floor 
space. Dancing may well break out! Come on out and 
enjoy the fun. Tickets are $65 and are available at 
Pinnacle Music, Quinte Arts Council, Bruinix Jewel-
lers, directors of the Society, or at 613-961-7091 or 
613-961-7772. 

On the Home Front  
Excerpts from The Intelligencer,  

October to November, 1917 
By Laurel Bishop 

 
October 4, 1917: “Druggists Warned Re Invalid 
Wine. …  Notice was served on the local druggists 
and the law explained to them by inspector Arnott, 
and hereafter it will be more difficult to secure the 
wines. It will take more than a big thirst to convince 
the druggists that a bottle of wine is necessary to the 
health.” 

October 4, 1917: “One man in five only, coming 
within the first class of recruits, will be called to the 
colors under the Military Service Act. Estimates 
show that at the present time there are 493,187 bache-
lors in Canada between the ages of 20 and 34. …  
Any man who resorts to what is sometimes called 
‘passive resistance’ will be acting contrary to his own 
interests. By so doing he will render his selection for 
military service inevitable, and that, under conditions 
of ignominy.” 

October 11, 1917: “On Monday, Thanksgiving Day, 
during the afternoon and evening, a large number at-
tended the tea given by Miss Fleming at her home, 
267 John Street. The reception hall and drawing room 
were beautifully decorated with ferns and autumn 
leaves, while the dining room looked very pretty with 
cut flowers. …  During the evening a number of 
young girls, many of them pupils of Miss Fleming, 
entertained those present with recitations and singing, 
which was thoroughly enjoyed. The proceeds 
amounted to $62.00.” 

October 12, 1917: “The Penny Bank, an institution 
fathered by the Ontario Department of Education, has 
more than justified its inception by the practical good 
it accomplishes in encouraging school children in 
habits of saving. The report just issued shows that at 
the end of the financial year on June 30, 1917, the 
total amount on deposit was $392,302. Belleville 
schools have 856 depositors, with total savings of 
$3,077.86.” 

October 17, 1917: [Editorial] “Red Cross Day? What 
is Belleville going to do this year for the British Red 
Cross fund? …  Citizens of Belleville are ready and 
willing, yes eager, to contribute to the funds of the 
British Red Cross and all that is necessary is to ar-
range for a systematic collection so that Belleville’s 
contribution will be worthy of this city’s patriotic 
spirit and determination to assist in every way to win 
the war.”    

Dance of the Decades will be available for 
sale after the banquet at the public HCHS 

meetings, through our website  
www.hastingshistory.ca, at any appearance of 
The Commodores, at the Quinte Arts Council 

office, and at Books and Co. in Picton. 

http://www.hastingshistory.ca/
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October 18, 1917: “At a meeting held in the Town 
Hall at Stirling, to discuss ways and means of raising 
funds for the British Red Cross, a motion was passed 
advising the Council to pay $2,000 out of the funds of 
the corporation. This will mean a considerable addi-
tional levy upon the 1918 taxpayers.” 

October 18, 1917: The Canary Knitting Circle, under 
the convenorship of Mrs. Carl Storm held a successful 
‘Donation Shower’ of Xmas gifts for our boys over-
seas in St. Thomas Church Parish Hall. …  Dainty re-
freshments and ice cream were served by several 
young girls dressed in white and wearing the Circle 
colors.” 

October 18, 1917: “Sugar now takes a place among the 
household necessities which Canadians are urged by 
the Food Controller to use sparingly. When the war 
strikes the tea cup it is certainly becoming very real 
and close.” 

October 22, 1917: “Chatterton. Will you allow us 
space in your paper to thank all who so kindly contrib-
uted to our Christmas box fund for the boys overseas. 
…  Twenty-seven boxes were sent to boys, whose ad-
dresses were handed in, and thirteen Christmas stock-
ings were sent to be given to boys that receive nothing 
at Christmas. Signed on behalf of Chatterton Women’s 
Institute.” 

October 25, 1917: “November 1st, is the day set for the 
British Red Cross Fund Campaign, and $12,000 the 
amount to be raised in Belleville. …  Last night, in 
spite of the miserable weather, there assembled a large 
number of the public spirited citizens of Belleville 
ready to do their bit for Belleville’s glorious sons who 
are bleeding and dying that Canadians may be free. 
Unfortunately, however, the gathering might have been 
any one of the many that have been held since the be-
ginning of the war, as far as the personnel of the meet-
ing was concerned. There were very few new faces. 
There is too much of the ‘Let George Do It’ spirit 
prevalent in Belleville. This should not be. …  All the 
clergymen of the city are requested to make the an-
nouncement of the campaign to their congregations on 
Sunday, and to let them know the duty that is involved 
in this glorious labor.” 

November 1, 1917: “The British Red Cross campaign 
workers report excellent progress towards the $12,000 
objective set them. …  A great many people have been 
found not at home. These people have been reported to 
the main committee and their names entered for future 
reference, as every home in Belleville must be heard 
from as to whether they will subscribe to this vitally 
necessary work or not. …  The names of all contribu-
tors will be published in the press in the course of the 
next couple of weeks, and from the way in which the 

citizens are paying up, those who have not paid will 
be conspicuous by their absence from the lists.”  

November 2, 1917: “The Deloro campaign in aid of 
the British Red Cross appeal was closed with a bazaar 
in the hall at which the four competing teams made 
their final efforts to outdo each other and add a large 
sum to the general fund. They realized the sum of 
$2,229.31.” 

November 3, 1917: “Splendid organization formed to 
spread the advantages of Canada’s Great Victory 
Loan before the people as an investment and patriotic 
duty. …  The publicity committee expects the co-
operation of every citizen of Belleville in boosting for 
the loan.” 

November 3, 1917: “Campaign Launched with Wild 
Acclaim. …  Every noise producing instrument in the 
city was requisitioned for use. Church bells, fire bells, 
dinner bells, factory whistles, automobile horns and 
human voices joined in with the rest of Canada in the 
financial battle the same as her sons who have fought 
and died in the battle for the world’s freedom. …  At 
7.30 tonight the street lights will go out for three 
minutes to remind the citizens that it is their duty to 
go to the City Hall and hear the addresses on the Vic-
tory Loan. …  Ald. W. B. Deacon, the county chair-
man, marshalled his forces on Saturday night at the 
headquarters on Campbell street for final instructions 
before the big drive. He let them know that Hastings 
County must supply One Million Dollars to the Cana-
da Victory Loan, and ‘A Million or Bust’ will be the 
slogan for the workers of Hastings. …  Everyone who 
buys a bond will be given a button to wear. It must be 
worn prominently, not in a boastful way, but for the 
moral effect on the man who has failed to do his duty, 
so that before the three weeks will be up a man will 
be ashamed to appear in public without a button. The 
absence of the button will be far more conspicuous 
than the presence of it.”  

November 13, 1917: “The Town Hall at Marmora 
was crowded last night to hear the War Victory Loan 
explained and advocated by Colonel W. N. Ponton, 
K. C., of Belleville, who took up the various phases 
and significance and the appealing advantages of the 
national investment offered. …  Marmora subscribed 
$14,000 yesterday in Liberty Bonds.” 

November 14, 1917: “At Griffin’s Theatre last night 
the members of ‘The Only Girl’ Company gave their 
services to the Publicity Committee and went 
amongst the audience and accepted pledges from peo-
ple there for nearly a thousand dollars of bonds. …  
Griffin’s theatres have assisted greatly with the pub-
licity from the beginning of the campaign, and intend 
to continue. Mr. Geo. Forhan, the popular manager of 
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Bancroft – Now and Then 
Mary Kavanagh, Historian 

 

Society member and historian  
Mary Kavanagh presents Bancroft – 

Now and Then. Learn about the history 
of Bancroft through the years in pictures 

and stories.       

Note to Authors—By submitting material to be printed 
in the Outlook, the author confirms that he/she holds 
both legal and moral rights to the material, and grants 
permission to the Hastings County Historical Society to 
use this material in print and/or electronically. The opin-
ions expressed in articles submitted to the Outlook are 
those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the 
views of the Hastings County Historical Society, its 
Board or its members. 

Griffin’s interests in Belleville, has been untiring in 
his efforts to assist the committee. …  Arrangements 
have been made with the theatres to give coupons 
away with the tickets, and the one holding the lucky 
number on Saturday night at each of the local houses 
will be presented with a $50.00 Victory Bond, donat-
ed by Mr. John and Peter Griffin. Mr. Griffin also 
has presented each manager on his circuit with five 
Victory Bonds, and an offer to finance any which the 
manager will himself buy. This is taking hold with a 
right spirit.”  

Presentation of the colours to the 80th (Infantry) Battalion 
of the Canadian Expeditionary Force at the Armouries, 
Belleville, Ontario on April 20th, 1916. 
HC04019 
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