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The World War I letters of Belleville soldier
Sergeant Gam Dobbs by Bill Kennedy

In a letter dated “Somewhere In France, March 8,
1918, ” Sergeant Gam Dobbs of Belleville writes home 
to his brother Walter that “We’ve made several trips in 
the line with the battalion and have been fortunate in 
having no casualties which seemed almost phenomenal 
at times. The last trip we were left out of and I guess 
it’s pretty lucky we were too, for they had considerable 
hard fighting with the most casualties of a couple of 
months and from what some of the men tell me they had 
some pretty warm times.”

Garnet Edmund Dobbs enlisted in the 155th Battal
ion during World War I and served overseas for two 
years in the 21st Battalion, returning home in May
1919. The quote above is from one of the 40 letters, 
totalling some 300 pages, that he sent to Walter and to 
his sister, Millie Dobbs, during his tour of duty; they 
were the subject of the Hastings County Historical 
Society meeting on November 15. Excerpts from the 
letters were read by Lois Foster, Lieutenant Colonel 
Don Kernahan, Major Kay Kotesh and Bill Kennedy 
to an audience of nearly 70 people. Garn’s daughter, 
Dorothy Bowes, of Belleville, who loaned the letters 
to the Society for copying, attended the meeting with
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her son, Scott, and grandson Alex 
Bowes. Garn served in the mili
tary band under bandmaster Reg 
Hinchey and was second in com
mand. After the war he owned 
and operated a heating, plumbing 
and sheet metal business on Vic
toria Avenue, Belleville.

The presentation was accompa
nied by a display of Dobbs fam
ily photographs, enlargements 
of sample pages of his letters, a 
World War I uniform complete 
with puttees from the Hastings 
and Prince Edward Regiment, and 
intricately designed artifacts such 
as a butter knife, lighter and wine 
glass made by Gam from bullets 
and brass shell casings. He mailed 
these home and in a letter to his 
sister, Millie, in July 1918, says 
“You should be receiving from 
me a souvenir I made for you, an 
ashtray with a matchbox holder 
made from a piece of a German 
aeroplane brought down behind 
our lines. The different parts of 
that ashtray could tell some good 
tales if they could speak ....”

In World War I the military band 
was an important morale booster. 
The soldiers, reports Gam, said 
the music made their marching 
easier and every time the band 
stopped playing they would get a 
chorus all along the line of “good 
old band, good old band.” On Do
minion Day in 1918 he was one of 
60 musicians selected to play in 
a representative band at a sports 
tournament in which the whole 
Canadian Corps participated. “The 
day was a great success,” he says, 
“with the Duke of Connaught and 
King Albert of Belgium in atten

dance. I wanted to have a talk with 
the King and tell him what a good 
soldier I thought he was but he 
was busy and I didn’t want to in
terrupt him.” Music aside he talks 
about frontline duties that included 
digging trenches, stringing wire 
and forwarding supplies during 
the night to the men. “Sometimes 
we got lost and believe me it is 
some sensation to be out in strange 
country wandering aimlessly 
around (in the dark) and not know
ing what minute you were going to 
walk into the Boche trenches ....” 
They were frequently cold and wet 
with complaints about marching 
all day in the rain with a “dose of 
the grip.” When he had a chance 
for leave back in England he hiked 
the 25 miles to the leave train, 
most of it at night.

The Gam Dobbs letters are a 
glimpse of World War I through 
the perspective of a man who had 
a sense of humour and an eye for 
detail and who made the time to 
record his observations on the 
spot. In a way they are a living 
history of that war to end all wars 
and now, as part of the HCHS ar
chives, a legacy to Belleville and 
to all Canadians.

In one of his last letters, written 
from Belgium in February 1919, 
he laments what seems to be the 
slow passage of time. “No doubt 
it’s all due to our impatience,” he 
tells Millie, “but who wouldn’t be 
impatient to get back to the only 
country on God’s green earth and 
home. Don’t ever get the notion 
that you’d like to try and find a 
better country than Canada. There 
ain’t no sech animal.”

Please Note!
The Deadline for the February 2006 
issue of Outlook is January 20,2006



The Bugle Band of the 15th Battalion A.L.I.
At our November meeting Bill Kennedy read from letters written from the World War One Front by Garn Dobbs of Belleville. 

Prior to the war, Garn had served in the 15th Battalion’s Band. He may well have been in this photo showing the band parading 
on Bridge Street East (between Front and Pinnacle streets) in downtown Belleville, circa 1910. Signs are for the Holton Lumber 
Company, Laekas Brothers (barbers, cigars and Pool Room), Chancey Ashley (insurance) and Charles S. Clapp (baker and 
confectioner). [Photo HC-9169 in the Fink/Letman Collection]

Sympathy
The Society’s sincere sympathy is extended to 
the family of the late Jack Bradford. Jack was 
a director of the Society for several years and 
served as treasurer. He had a strong interest in 
history and assisted his son, Robert D. Bradford, 
write Historic Forts o f Ontario, published by 
Mika Publishing Company in 1988.
The society’s sympathy is extended to the kin and 
friends of Clyde Bell who died at age 90 in Bel
leville. A resident of Perth for many years, Clyde 
moved in 1964 to Tweed where he was editor and 
co-owner of The Tweed News and was a regular 
news reporter for CJBQ. He was very active in 
heritage circles, helped found the Tweed and 
Area Historical Society, and was a strong sup
porter of the Tweed Heritage Centre. For a time 
he also was a director of our Society, and helped 
conduct a Society tour to the Perth area.

150 Years of Railroads
It was in October 1856 that the first Grand Trunk Railway 

train reached Belleville. The citizens held a major celebration 
as the first locomotive chugged into town, belching clouds 
of sooty, black smoke. This event marked the beginning of 
Belleville’s history as an important railway centre. This view 
is taken from a stereopticon slide obtained by the Society in 
the early 1960s from a Montreal dealer for ten dollars -  one 
of very few pictures ever purchased by the Society. It shows 
the Belleville station circa 1860, before the second storey 
was added. The people have not been identified; however, 
the gentleman at right (wearing the stovepipe hat) appears to 
be the most prominent one. [Photo HC-1292]



All Aboard for Railway Month!

Anniversary celebrations
2006 could see the celebration of several important anni
versaries. After you’ve checked this list, send corrections, 
comments, and further ideas to Gerry at (613) 968-5023 so 
that we can add to our list of 2006 anniversaries.
200 Years -  first recorded Methodist baptism at Belleville 
175 Years -  Dedication of Methodist Church in Belleville; 
first Presbyterian Church in Belleville; Belleville’s first 
newspaper
150 Years -  Shannonville World’s Fair began; Hastings 
Road opened agency at Madoc; arrival of Belleville’s first 
railway train; Caughey Revival (Temperance) at Belleville 
125 Years -  Mill Point became Deseronto; Village of Tren
ton became a Town; Bay of Quinte Railroad and Navigation 
Company incorporated
100 Years -  Baptists decided to build a new church at Bel
leville and cornerstone for Victoria Avenue Baptist Church 
was laid
75 Years -  Trenton Air Station first occupied by air force 
personnel; Belleville Gas Company sold to private com
pany
60 Years -  CJBQ was first radio station in Hastings 
County
50 Years -  Jane Forester elected first woman mayor of 
Belleville; new pipe organ installed at Bridge Street United 
Church in Belleville; cornerstone laid for Eastminster 
United Church in Belleville
25 Years -  sod turning ceremony for Quinte Living Centre 
(where our Society meets)

The “Archive Angels”
Meet Diane Sule, an Archive Angel who also serves as a 

director and the Society’s secretary. Diane works on a vari
ety of tasks at the Centre. Here she pauses from examining 
one of our amazing Chamber of Commerce scrapbooks 
from the 1920s as fellow Archive Angel Adele Dibben works 
in the background.

The sound of a steam whistle in late 
October, 1856, signalled the entry of 
Belleville and Hastings County into a 
new technological era. The opening of 
the brand-new Grand Trunk Railway 
line between Toronto and Montreal was 
to society then what the Internet is to
day. Faster and smoother communica
tions linked the smaller centres with the 
largest cities in Canada. This year, 
2006, the Hastings County Historical 
Society will mark the 150th anniversary 
of the railway with a number of related 
events. It plans to ask City Council to 
declare October to be Railway Month, 
to coincide with the anniversary of the 
GTR serving Belleville. Among other 
possible celebrations are a railway 
movie festival, featuring movies with 
a railway theme, a static display of 
photographs and railway memorabilia 
in the new library, a special railway 
publication, and the Society’s annual 
fund-raising dinner and auction offer
ing railway/travel packages as major

auction items. These would be similar 
to the package sold at our last auction, 
which included Via Rail return tickets 
for two to Ottawa, two nights hotel ac
commodation at the Lord Elgin Hotel, 
and tickets to the new Canadian War 
Museum and the Imax Theatre.

Railway Month could be expanded 
to remember the other railways which 
once criss-crossed the county: The 
Central Ontario, the Grand Junction, 
the Belleville and North Hastings, the 
Bay of Quinte, the Canadian Northern, 
the Ontario and Quebec and the Iron- 
dale, Bancroft and Ottawa. Most of 
these lines were eventually swept into 
the CN and CP systems. Although 
passenger usage has diminished sig
nificantly over the last half century, 
the rails are still with us, moving great 
amounts of freight through Belleville 
and lower Hastings on the CN and CP 
lines. With rising fuel costs and shrink
ing fuel resources, it is possible that a 
railway renaissance lies ahead.

If any Society members have photos or 
other railway-related items they would 
like to offer for display during this 
month, please contact Orland French at 
969-8354, or ofrench@lks.net.

A steering committee for this project 
has already been struck, consisting of 
Society president Orland French, direc
tor Bill Hunt, Brian West, president of 
the Kingston Division, Canadian His
torical Railroad Association, and Intel
ligencer publisher Mike Power. Others

mailto:ofrench@lks.net


Hastings Heritage Centre News
The “Great Hall” at the Centre (which houses old city 

records) has a new roof, thanks to Belleville Council. Un
fortunately, the roof on the part of the building we occupy 
was not repaired. Hopefully, this will be done in the spring 
of 2006.

Hastings Heritage Centre Hours for 2006
The Centre reopens for 2006 on Monday afternoon, Janu

ary 9. Then it will be open on the following Monday after
noons from 1 to 4 p.m.

January 23
February 6, 20
March 6, 20
April 3 and every Monday thereafter (except for Holiday 

Mondays) until December 11.
Also we will be open on Saturday and Sunday, Septem

ber 9-10 from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. for Doors Open Belleville 
2006.

Please drop in. Check our new resources. Volunteer to be 
an Archive Angel. Our dozen or more Archive Angels help 
catalogue our resources, and have a great time sharing dis
coveries over a cup of tea and a cookie. Call Gerry at 968- 
5023 for information.

Searching for a Haunted House ...
If you live in a house that may be haunted, here is your 

opportunity to have it investigated. Susie Burnett, a para
normal researcher tells us that the W Network is looking for 
“high-spirited homeowners with a haunting.” Rescue Medi
ums is a brand new reality-based half-hour television show 
that will be airing in Canada shortly.

The “show follows two renowned British psychics as they 
investigate and identify (or clear) homes of ghosts and other 
spirits that may be haunting the house. The camera crew is 
very • ,41 . nd unobtrusive. The actual recording of the 
identifying and/or clearing will only take two to three days 
maximum.

If you have a ghost (or ghosts), friendly or unfriendly, that 
you would like to identify and stay in tune with, or ask to 
leave, please contact:

Susie Burnett
Researcher
The Rescue Mediums
416.461.5680
<crazypantsl 1 @hotmail.com>

A Madoc Project
From the December issue of Quinte Kin, “The Voice of 

the Marilyn Adams Genealogical Research Centre” in Ame- 
liasburg, comes word that volunteers are microfilming The 
North Hastings Review in the 7th Town Historical Society’s 
Film Lab at the MAGRC for the Madoc Public Library. The 
papers, described as “old and fragile” cover the years from 
1941 to 1969. It’s great to see the efforts being made to

make these newspaper files more available for researchers.

Hastings County Land Records
Volunteers at the Marilyn Adams Genealogical Research 

Centre also have been preparing a Name index for the 
Hastings County Land Records housed in the Centre. It is 
expected that a large number of the names from land docu
ments (1867-1955) will be available on line in the spring. 
The MAGRC’s online names Data Base already contains 
over 1.1 million names and can be accessed at www.quinte- 
kin.com <http://www.quinte-kin.com/> .

Elmwood Cemetery
Volunteers for the Quinte Branch of the Ontario Genealog

ical Society have completed the recording of the Elmwood 
Cemetery in Corbyville and the updated transcription should 
be completed shortly.

Ontario Historical Society Recognition
The December issue of the OHS Bulletin contains informa

tion of local interest.
(1) $2,500 grant to the Seventh Town Historical Society 

from Bell Canada through its Employee Giving Program 
and

(2) the Sir Mackenzie Bowell Collection of silver and 
china on display for the first time at Glanmore. The rare 
Canadian-made silver tea service and flatware was a gift 
to Bowell from the Grand Orange Lodge of British North 
America in 1875. The elaborate china was a gift from Queen 
Victoria upon his retirement as Canada’s fifth Prime Min
ister in 1896. The collection was a gift to Glanmore from 
Bowell’s descendants in May 2005.

Help
Speaking of Bell Canada, do we have some retired Bell 

employees who would like to work at our Hastings Heritage 
Centre and enable us to receive a grant from Ma Bell? Non- 
Bell employees are also invited to join our Archive Angels. 
Contact Gerry at 968-5023 for further information.

Hastings County Historical Society is based at the old township office in Can- 
nifton. Please address mail to General Delivery, Cannifton, Ontario K 0K 1K0 

Outlook 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 Zandbergen.

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

Thank you to The Community Press for its assistance.
PLEASE NOTE!

The Deadline for the February 2006 issue is January 20,2005
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