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Medical Records 
Stories They Tell

Bill Kennedy

How big is 310,000 cubic feet? If you lined up 
office size cardboard storage boxes end to end 
on Highway 401 from Belleville to Port Hope 
you could move the lot of them into the new 
Toronto home of Archives of Ontario says Bel
leville resident and Province of Ontario archivist 
Sharon White who was the guest speaker at the 
April meeting of the Hastings County Historical 
Society (HCHS).

Archives of Ontario first opened its doors 
in 1903 with the mission to document the his
tory of the province and Ontarians in all their in her presentation entitled “Medical Records And The Stories 
diversity. It was the medical record side of this They Tell.” As archivists, she said, we try to understand the 
storehouse of information that Sharon reviewed information we have in a wide variety of documents and make

them available to historians, researchers, genealogists and 
others. Her presentation included an array of photographs of 
various records, people and places and a Department of Health 
1921 silent film about Eileen and Mamie called Her Own 
Fault. More about these two young women later.

The first person to be introduced through the magic of com
puter generation was the tintype of a Dr. W. Johnstone who 
was practicing in the Cornwall area before the year 1812. The 
quality of the picture is excellent and it is believed to be pos
sibly the earliest photographic image on file.

If you were a patient of Cornwall General Hospital in 1897 
there were rules and rule No. 11 said that if you were able you 
were expected to help other patients. But help someone or not, 
payment for your time in the ward was due at checkout. In 
an extract from the December 1849 medical daybook of Dr. 
James Langstaff, who practised in the Richmond Hill area, 
he writes of stitching up an eyelid, treating a toothache and 
bloodletting, the last still a common practice at the time.

Continued on page 2.
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Province of Ontario archivist Sharon White was the guest speaker at 
the Tuesday, April 18, meeting of the Hastings County Historical Soci
ety. Doug Knutson photo
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Rhubarb and opium, sulphate of zinc and an elixir of beef, iron and sherry...

Was the cure worse than the disease?
Continued from page 1.

Medicinal remedies had interesting 
constituents that included rhubarb 
and opium, sulphate of zinc and an 
elixir of beef, iron and sherry wine.

Nurses played an important role 
in the health of Ontarians at the 
dawn of the twentieth century. They 
travelled the length and breadth 
of the province attending to their 
patients. In a report from Rainy 
River in 1926 a nurse says that a lot 
of the children she sees have teeth, 
eye and ear problems and many 
of them are underweight. There is 
a photograph of a nurse sitting on 
the running board of what looks 
like a Model T parked in a muddy 
field. Boardwalks have been placed 
across the muskeg to the school and 
the school playground is a mix of 
mud and water.

During the pandemic influenza 
of 1918 that was estimated to have 
killed as many as one in six people 
worldwide, the Ontario government 
did not recommend such precau
tions as quarantine or the closing 
of schools and churches as it felt 
the benefits were dubious and the 
damage to the economy potentially 
substantial. The cause of the flu was 
not truly understood. A government 
poster about combating the disease 
finished with the words “keep your 
feet warm.” It was also thought that 
consumption of whisky was helpful. 
The fear and confusion it caused 
was similar to that of SARS and 
bird flu we hear about today.

There were a number of photo

graphs of the province’s psychiatric 
hospitals from bygone days. Back 
then they were called Lunatic Asy
lums or Hospitals for the Insane 
but we know them today as Mental 
Health Centres. In 1885 a Dr. Met
calf, who advocated less restraint 
for mental patients, died from a 
knife wound inflicted by one of 
them. Both medical staff and trades 
people like blacksmiths, farmers 
and gardeners could be full time 
residents of a hospital site such as 
was the case with the Kingston Asy
lum in 1920. The admission forms 
that were used at these hospitals 
can serve as important genealogi
cal tools. A photograph of the actual 
index card for Grace Marks, regis
tration number 1180, was shown. 
Marks was the main character in 
Margaret Atwood’s novel Alias 
Grace.

The first mass X-ray program for 
tuberculosis was carried out in Tim
mins. The local mining company 
had been chest X-raying its em
ployees for years and so had gained 
valuable expertise in the interpreta
tion of lung radiographs.

About 1904 the Muskoka Free 
Hospital was established as a centre 
for tuberculosis patients who were 
expected to be outside breathing 
the fresh air ten to twelve hours a 
day, sometimes in twenty degree 
below zero weather. A rail car fitted 
with information about the disease 
travelled around the province and 
later there were mobile X-ray labs. 
TB lasted longer in the north but

between 1900 and 1970 it declined 
drastically because of advanced 
medical techniques and greater 
awareness of its causes.

Eileen and Mamie, the stars of the 
Department of Health silent film 
referred to earlier, looked to be in 
their early twenties and worked side 
by side in a show factory. Tubercu
losis was a serious threat and the 
theme of the film was how to avoid 
contracting the disease. Eileen was 
“destined to succeed” because she 
“used her brains to save her body.” 
She slept with her bedroom window 
open, brushed her teeth, took baths, 
ate healthy foods and relaxed after 
work by canoeing with her boy
friend.

Mamie on the other hand was 
“destined to fail” because she slept 
in a stuffy room and did not follow 
the precepts of good hygiene and 
diet and went out nights to dance 
in smoky nightclubs wearing ag
gravating three-inch-high-heeled 
shoes. In the end Eileen is promoted 
to the position of forewoman and 
Mamie lands in the hospital, diag
nosed with TB. It was her own fault. 
To a modern day audience the film 
is somewhat comical but in 1921 it 
was a serious attempt on the part of 
the government to educate the pub
lic about the scourge of tuberculosis 
and how to fight it. It did its bit for 
the eventual and virtual defeat of 
the disease in Canada.

For more information go to the 
Archives of Ontario web site <www 
.archives.gov.on.ca>.

Scheduled speakers for HCHS in 2006
May - Cheryl MacDonald: Topic is DEADLY WOM- October - Tom Allison: Topic is 150 YEARS OF 

EN OF ONTARIO RAILROADS IN THE QUINTE AREA
September - John and Dianne Brisley: Topic is PRE- November - C.W. Hunt: Topic is DANCING IN 

SERVING HISTORIC BUILDINGS IN PRINCE ED- THE SKY - A HISTORY OF THE ROYAL FLYING 
WARD COUNTY CORPS ’ AIR TRAINING PLAN IN CANADA

http://www.archives.gov.on.ca
http://www.archives.gov.on.ca


Phil Etter attended the Tuesday, April 18, meeting to deliver 
the Minus 100 talk. His subject was the San Francisco Earth
quake which took place exactly 100 years ago. At 5:13 a.m. 
the tremors lasted only 48 seconds but the resultant fires in 
collapsed buildings devastated the city. The final flames were 
extinguished three days later: 450 people were killed, 497 
blocks of buildings were destroyed and four square miles of 
the city’s centre was a wasteland.

Rioting in Belleville
A riot at the train station! Her Majesty’s mails 

stopped! Passengers and trains impeded and their crews 
threatened! Sound like colonial unrest in some far off 
place? It wasn’t. That was how Belleville Mayor W.A. 
Foster and Belleville Postmaster A. Diamond described 
the scene at the city’s Grand Trunk Railway Company 
station in a telegram to Lieutenant-Colonel W.S. Durie 
of Toronto on New Year’s Day 1877. They commanded 
the militia to suppress the uprising and the Queen’s 
Own Rifles duly arrived in Belleville (by train) on the 
night of January 2.

The period was one of worldwide recession that had 
begun in 1873. The GTR had reduced the wages of its 
engineers, cut its service by twenty percent and two 
days before Christmas dismissed sixty-six of its 357 
engineers. The riot ensued but apparently the militia 
succeeded in carrying out its orders for it was back in 
Toronto on January 4th

The subsequent report to the Adjutant General of 
Militia, Ottawa, read in part: “Required to press back 
the mob with fixed bayonets, some wounds, assistance 
rendered by Dr. Thobum, Queen’s Own Rifles. Private 
Cooper cut over left eye from a stone. Major Miller re
ceived a severe blow on the head from a lump of snow 
and ice.”

If you would like to read more about this and other 
historical topics go to <www.ourroots.ca/e> and in the 
upper right comer of the screen type in Historic Hast
ings and follow the links.

Our May speaker
Cheryl MacDonald of Nanticoke, Ontario, is our 

speaker for the Tuesday, May 16, meeting. Her topic 
is “Wicked, Wicked Women and What They Can Tell 
Us About Our Family and Our History.”

Cheryl has written more than 20 books on Cana
dian history, including Adelaide Hoodless: Domestic 
Crusader, Niagara Daredevils and Deadly Women o f  
Ontario. She is a weekly columnist with the Simcoe 
Times-Reformer and a frequent contributor to Cana
da’s history magazine, The Beaver. She is currently 
completing an M.A. in history at McMaster Univer
sity. Her latest book, on murdered millionaire Harry 
Oakes, is being released in June 2006.

The Belleville 
Opera House
Did you know that a century ago the largest theatre 

between Toronto and Montreal was the Belleville Opera 
House? It had a capacity of 1500 persons, a stage mea
suring thirty-seven by fifty-six feet, ten large dressing 
rooms and both gas and electricity!

This was the second Belleville Opera House (later Griffin’s 
Opera House). The original stood on the northwest corner of 
Pinnacle and Campbell Streets. The original was destroyed by 
fire in the late 1880s. The building in this picture was torn down 
in the early 1930s. That’s Belleville City Hall on the right

photo from Belleville: Friendly City. Mika Publishing 1973

That’s how the promotion reads under Belleville Opera 
House letterhead in a note sent to Col. William Ponton 
by Opera House manager Frederick Adams on July 7, 
1900. Mr. Adams was requesting from Col. Ponton the 
sum of fifteen dollars for one night’s opera house rental. 
The promotion also states there are electric cars to meet 
all Day Trains and that Belleville is the “best one night 
stand of its size in the United States or Canada.”

http://www.ourroots.ca/e


Surrounded by Archive Angels and visitors on April 3, Dr. Ken Douglas tried out one of our new chairs, presented by Patricia 
Stone in memory of her cousin, Joan Douglas. A challenge: Can you find Society Crier Bruce Bedell in the picture?

A Successful Celebration
The Archives Awareness Celebration at the Hastings 

Heritage Centre on April 3 was a success. Visitors 
kept the Archive Angels busy all afternoon, answering 
questions about the displays and the various activities. 
Society Crier Bruce Bedell was on hand to welcome 
guests and to proclaim officially the beginning of 
regular Monday afternoon workshops until the end of 
November (except for holiday Mondays).

Distinguished guests who brought greetings included 
Mayor Mary-Anne Sills of Belleville, Reeve Margaret 
Walsh of Tyendinaga Township (on behalf of Hastings 
County Warden Clarence Zieman), and Kevin Kay 
(on behalf of M.R Daryl Kramp). Several senior staff 
from the City of Belleville and the County of Hastings 
attended and had the opportunity to tour the City’s col
lections in the Township Hall section of the building. 
Mary Jane Throop and Bill Kennedy made presenta
tions on the topic “What is an Archives?”

Another feature of the afternoon was the dedication 
of eleven chairs donated to our society by Patricia 
Stone of Toronto in memory of her cousin, the late Joan 
Douglas. Joan had been an active Archive Angel and 
had helped to catalogue the VanBlaricom and Riggs 
collections. Workshop Chair Gerry Boyce introduced 
Joan’s husband, Dr. Ken Douglas, who expressed his 
appreciation to the society for its work. Thanks to Pa
tricia Stone’s thoughtfulness, our volunteers and visi

tors will be reminded of Joan’s contribution whenever 
they sit down to work.

Winners of the afternoon’s draw prizes, attractive 
1874 Bird’s-eye maps of Belleville, were Stephanie 
Blake of Stirling and Dr. Ken Douglas of Belleville.

An Unusual Addition
We continue to add materials to our archives. An 

unusual acquisition is an autographed copy of the 
program for the Stirling Festival Theatre performance 
on April 21, 2006. Charlie Farquharson (sometimes 
known as Don Harron) signed it with this message 
“Fur yer Haze Tings Count E Histercal Sassiety.”

Hastings County Historical Society is based at the oto township office in Can- 
nifton. Please address mail to General Delivery, Cannifton, Ontario KOK1K0 

Oullook is published in January, February, March, April, May, September, 
October and November for the friends and members of 

the Hastings County Historical Society.
It is edited and produced by Lewis Zandbeigen.

Anyone wishing to submit articles or information may contact the editor at 
613-395-3022, or E-mail <dewis.zandbergen@sympatico.ca>

Thank you to The Community Press for its assistance.
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