
THE THOMAS BURG SPRING

On a pleasant summer day in 1820, a surveying party under the direction of Samuel Benson was 
working its way through Hastings County. It was one of the many teams of men travelling 
across Ontario measuring the land by chain and dividing it for settlement

Eighteen-year-old Thomas Clare was the chain bearer for the surveyors. One day working in 
the rugged countryside north of Lake Ontario, they came across a spring of water bubbling out 
of the ground at the base of an unusually large rock. They stopped to sit on the rock and enjoy 
their lunch. Thomas looked around and saw what a beautiful spot it was. He never forgot it!

THE FIRST 5ETTLERS

Ten years later Thomas Clare, now with his wife Elizabeth (nee Robinson) and their family, 
returned to settle by the spring. He was joined by four others: James Morton, S. Halstead, 
Thomas Graham and Thomas .Nichol and their families. With three Thomases living on the 
comer lots, it was decided to call the settlement "Thomasburg." Thomas Clare played a major 
role in the little community. In 1853, when the first post office was opened, he became the first 
postmaster.

Thom asburg, O ctober 24, 1913. W esley M orton  o w n ed  the h o u se  a t  164 C lare S treet on the 
le ft . I t  w as  la te r  the h om e o f  th e  N ew m ans f o r  o v er  f i f t y  years. N ote  Fennell's s to re  on  the  
right and, in th e  d istan ce, th e  r o o f  o f  the H all.

THE SETTLEMENT GROWS

By 1878, the hamlet had a population of 200 and had become a going concern, with two general 
stores, a carriage shop, a blacksmith, a tannery, a potash works, a large cheese factory, an Orange 
Hall, a school, and four churches! Latex a millinery shop, two boot and shoe shops, a grist mill, a 
shingle mill, two dressmakers, a doctor and three hotels were added.

At that time it took hours to travel the twenty-eight kilometres from Belleville to 
Thomasburg. A stagecoach from Belleville brought the mail to the hamlet. From there Silas 
Pringle and his son Bruce delivered it locally by horse & buggy or cutter, and eventually by 
Model T.

Local hotels provided rest for travellers and horses, and alcohol for the men, until prohibition 
in 1916. (Whisky sold for 25 cents a quart.) Latchford's Hotel stood at the north-east comer of the Y 
junction. Later it became a private home, which was destroyed by fire in 1980. Across the street, 
just north of the spring, was another hotel, now a private home at 183 Clare Street

This h ou se, b u ilt  by  Joh n  W illiam  an d  M argaret L ennox in th e  la te  
1800s, s t i l l  s tan d s a t  the c o m er  o f  C lare S treet an d  O ld  T hom asburg  
R oad . (C ould th a t  be  the M o d e l T  used  to  d e liv er  the m ail? )

RELIGIOUS LIFE

As elsewhere in pioneer Canada, churches were central to life in the hamlet; in addition to 
holding religious services, they provided a place for people to gather and take part in social 
activities. Strongly held religious beliefs gave rise to a number of different churches here, 
including the Church of England, the Bible Christian Church, and the Episcopal Methodist and 
Canada Methodist Churches. Now only the United Church remains.

THE SCHOOLHOUSE

The first schoolhouse, built in 1844, was on property donated by Thomas Clare. Students sat in 
rows on long benches in the one-room log building. It was later replaced by a two-room brick 
building until 1968 when consolidation of the schools resulted in the children being bussed to 
Tweed. In 1995, Stewart Geen reminisced about his childhood in Thomasburg: "In my first 
years there, the school had no electricity and no plumbing. None of us pupils had electricity or 
plumbing at home; so we didn't expect to find them at school." The building has survived and 
is now the Thomasburg Hall, a centre for hamlet activities.

Carol Martin, with information from historic* ami memoirs in rite Tweed and Area Heritage Centre and interviews with long-time residents

EARLY SHOPPING

There were three general stores over the years; best remembered were the T. Slush General 
Store, which housed the post office and sold groceries, boots, hardware, coal oil and gasoline; 
and the C.S. Fennell General Store.

The Slush G en eral S tore w a s  f o r  m any  
y ears  a  lan d m ark  a t  the Y in tersection  o f  
C lare a n d  C arter streets. I t  is  n ow  a  
p r iv a te  hom e.

T he Fennell G eneral Store shou m  in  fr o n t  o f  the h o u se  still 
s tan d in g  a t  167 C lare  Street. W ater w a s  p u m ped  fr o m  the 
spring to  th e  to w er  a t  th e  r igh t to  b e  u sed  in  c a s e  o f  fir e .

MODERN TIMES

Beside the cemetery (established in 1847), where all three Thomases are buried, there was a 
carriage factory owned by Thomas Graham with about ten employees. When cars replaced 
carriages, the building became a garage operated by Thomas Downey, and in the 1940s, the 
Thomasburg Truck Parts under Clifford Adams.

Across the street and to the south, Mr. Graham also had an undertaking business in what 
was once the Methodist Church. Here he built a showroom for his carriages and above it he 
opened a roller skating rink. In later years the building was used by the Independent Order of 
Oddfellows.

Electricity arrived in Thomasburg in 1937, and street lights were installed in 1954, replacing 
the old gas or coal oil lamps that had to be lit by hand. In 1934, the main road through 
Thomasburg became Highway 37, which was rerouted in the early 1950s to bypass the hamlet. 
The main road then became Clare Street named after Thomas Clare.

People in the area still remember the fun that was to be had in earlier days. There were 
work bees for such activities as threshing and wood cutting; there were sleigh rides and cutter 
rides; there were lots of house parties; there were the famous oyster suppers at the Orange 
Lodge and the churches. In summer there were picnics and swimming at Flat Rock on the Moira 
River, now part of Vanderwater Conservation Area where people still enjoy nature and hiking.

AND THE SPRING REMAINS

Thomasburg was settled originally because of the spring. Over the years residents and 
passersby alike have enjoyed its cool, dean water. In the past horses could drink from a trough 
installed for their use. James Arbuckle, in his history of Thomasburg which supplied much of 
the information for this essay, writes: "Old landmarks are precious and worth making an effort 
to save. This spring is by far the oldest landmark in the village, having been here perhaps for 
thousands of years, long before the white man ever set foot on this soil."


