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Local historian talks about women in politics
by Kate Everson
Belleville - Local author and histo
rian Bill Hunt spoke about Women 
in Politics at the Wednesday Brown 
Bag Lunch at the Belleville Library 
on October 13. The talk was a cele
bration of Women’s History Month.

Hunt noted that women were not 
considered “persons” in Canada un
til 1929 when they could finally sit 
in the Senate. Prior to World War I 
women did not have a vote.

“There was a big shift in women’s 
rights after Queen Victoria’s death,” 
Hunt said. “They got rid of all those 
petticoats that were enshrined in 
chastity and made room to ride a 
bicycle.”

One of the significant women was 
Nellie McClung who in 1915 got the 
women’s vote, first in Manitoba then 
Saskatchewan and Alberta.

“Then came prohibition,” he said. 
“Liquor was seen as the cause of 
poverty in the middle classes. There 
was some truth to the allegations.”

In 1918 women got the vote in 
Ontario. In 1919 they could sit in 
provincial legislature.

“The father of the women’s vote 
in Ontario was a Bellevillian,” adds 
Hunt. “John Wesley Johnson was 
MPP for Hastings West In 1897 he 
was mayor of Belleville. He was a 
Conservative and an Orangeman. 
Many people couldn’t fathom why 
he would father women’s suffrage. 
But he was a persistent advocate in 
the legislature.”

The first woman to be elected 
to public office in Belleville was 
Agnes Augusta McFee who was on 
the school board from 1922 to 1930. 
“She was a very formidable lady,” 
Hunt said. “She had a high school 
education, which was unusual back 
then because less than six per cent 
of the population had that. She went 
to teachers college and was the first 
teacher of oral reading at the Ontario 
School for the Deaf. Her maiden 
name was Gibson. In 1919 she mar
ried an optometrist.

“She was a tall woman, a bridge 
player and a fierce competitor,” 
Hunt added. “She was one of the 
first drivers in the area. Her grand
son Bob said he hated to get in the 
car with her.” Her grandson Bob 
lives in Stirling and another grand
son Angus in Frankford.

The first woman elected to parlia
ment was Agnes McPhail in 1921. 
She was a supporter of the United 
Farmers Party of Ontario where 
women played a significant role.

During the Great Depression of 
the 1930s there was not much prog
ress in women’s issues. “Everyone 
was paralyzed by it,” Hunt said. “I 
was born during the Depression. 
Some of our relatives out west lost 
their farms.”

During the 1940s many women 
found jobs during the war years. 
But after the war when men re
turned to work, the women found 
their place again in the home. “It 
was neo-Victorianism coming 
back,” Hunt said. “But some wom
en started to get into public life. It 
was reactionary.”

Effie McCabe was Belleville’s 
first female alderman from 1955 
to 1959. Jane Forrester was the 
first female mayor of Belleville 
from 1969 to 1975. “Effie was 
a wonderful social worker,” Hunt 
said. “Jane was more upper class. 
Her parents owned plantations in 
Puerto Rico.”

Marie Huffman was the first fe
male Catholic school board trustee, 
from 1962 to 1968. “They were the 
best years of my life,” she told her 
family. “There was no father, no 
husband telling me what to do.” 
She said when the men on the 
board ignored her, she would vent 
her frustrations at home by clean
ing the oven.

The last province in Canada to 
give women the vote was Quebec 
in 1943. “They felt that women 
should be home having babies,” 
Hunt said.

In Belleville, Shirley Langer was elected mayor in 1991 
although she had never served on council. She had a B.A. 
and her husband was a doctor. “She was a radical envi
ronmentalist,” Hunt said. He added, “No woman was ever 
defeated running for mayor in this city.”

The current mayor 
Mary-Anne Sills comes 
from a working class 
background, which 
makes her different 
from her predecessors,
Hunt noted. “We have 
finally outgrown elit
ism. It is interesting 
what this says about 
society.”
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Christmas Programs at Glanmore!
Victorian Tree 
Decorations Workshop
Sunday, December 12, 2004 - 1:30 to 3:30 p.m.
Cost: $20.00
Discover the history of the noble Christmas tree from its Ger
man beginnings to the splendor of Queen Victoria’s tree in this 
fun adult craft workshop at Glanmore (257 Bridge Street East, 
Belleville). Create an assortment of beautiful Victorian-inspired 
Christmas tree decorations including cinnamon tassels, repousse 
metal crowns, miniature cornucopias, Faberge-style baubles and 
more. These ornaments will look fantastic on your tree and are 
great for gift-giving too! Call (613) 962-2329 for more informa
tion or to pre-register.

Victorian Santa Claus 
Workshop
Sunday, December 5, 2004 - 1:30 to 3:30 p.m.
Cost: $30.00
Add charm to your holiday decor with a Victorian Santa made 
at Glanmore National Historic Site’s popular Christmas craft 
workshop for adults. Your Santa Claus will be constructed from 
natural materials such as pinecones, moss with a natural wool 
beard and polymer clay head. This handsome Santa is adapted 
from craft instructions found in the December 1867 edition of 
Harper’s Bazaar. Register early, as spaces are limited. Call 
(613) 962-2329 for more information or visit Glanmore at 257 
Bridge Street East, Belleville to pre-register.

Glanmore by Gaslight
Wednesday, December 8, 2004 - 6:30 p.m.
Tuesday, December 14, 2004 - 6:30 p.m.
Thursday, December 16, 2004 - 6:30 p.m.
We’ve recreated the look of gaslight for these popular eve
ning tours at Glanmore National Historic Site (257 Bridge 
Street East, Belleville). Enjoy a guided tour of Glanmore by 
“gaslight” as the house is beautifully decorated for Christmas. 
Traditional holiday refreshments will be served.
A special appearance by Father Christmas himself will make

the evening complete for both the young 
and young at heart. Tickets: Adults 
$6.00, Children $3.00. These evenings 
sell out quickly, purchase your tick
ets early to avoid disappointment!

Festive
Family Fun
Tuesday, December 21,2004 
1 p.m. to 4 p.m.
Bring the entire family to Glanmore 
National Historic Site (257 Bridge 
Street East, Belleville) for a bit of 
holiday fun! Step back in time to a 
“Victorian Christmas” as Glanmore 
is beautifully decorated for the 
holidays. Explore with the kids, 
take part in hands-on activities and 
try the museum’s popular artifact hunt. 
Regular museum admission applies. 
Call (613) 962-2329 for more infor
mation.
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