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 The Historical Society's 
Programs for 2022 

 

The Hastings County Historical Society is very proud 
of its long record of bringing interesting and 
informative projects to the people of Quinte. We take 
very seriously our responsibility of promoting events 
and activities on the history and culture of the people 
of Hastings County.  
 
Then came COVID-19, and so many programs that 
called for public gatherings had to be suspended.  The 
situation appears to be improving, and we now see 
public gatherings and many people no longer wearing 
masks.  But we also are sadly aware that COVID-19 
has not disappeared from our community. With all of 
this in mind, the Directors of the Historical Society 
have come to a number of decisions on our programs 
for 2022.   

 
1. We have developed a program for the creation, 
installation and public unveiling of three historical 
plaques in Quinte West. The unveiling events, which 
will be held outdoors with plenty of space for social 
distancing, with participation of local dignitaries and 
special guests, will be held as follows: 
 

 June 25 at 11 a.m. A plaque to tell the story of the 
launching of a series of ocean tugs destined for 
the Royal Navy during the Second World War.  
Location: Kiwanis Park, Ontario Street, near 
Trenton Rowing and Paddling Club. 

 

 August 13 at 11 a.m. A plaque to recognize the 
contribution of the Gilmour Lumber Company to 
the development and the growth of Trenton 
throughout the 1800s. Location: Centennial Park 
Amphitheatre near the waterfront trail.  

 September 10 at 11 a.m. A plaque to tell the story 
of Bleecker's Ferry which carried the earliest 
settlers  across the  Trent  River in the early 1800s. 

      Location:  Behind  the  TD Bank  in  Riverfront   
      Square. 
 
2. In September we will see the return of the Public 
Presentations at Maranatha with special guest 
speakers each month and other interesting activities 
and displays. You can mark your calendars now for 
September 20, October 18 and November 15 (3rd 
Tuesdays).  Being very cautious and respecting social 
distancing, these events will be held at Maranatha in 
the large auditorium which will allow for generous 
spacing. 
 
3. Also in September, we anticipate unveiling a very 
special historical plaque at Albert College to honour a 
former professor who has been recognized as one of 
Canada's greatest botanists, Mr. John Macoun. An 
amazing story of a self-taught expert who catalogued 
thousands of plants across Canada.  

 
4. After extensive discussion, it has been decided that 
the annual Celebration of Local History Banquet, 
which we have had for many years near the end of 
October, will not be held in 2022. The banquet would 
require a large number of people in a hall where we 
could not ensure adequate spacing.  Although we hope 
that the situation is much improved by October, we 
feel it best to be very cautious out of respect for our 
many members and friends. 

 
5. Our very popular newsletter, Outlook, will continue 
to be published each month (September, October and 
November) and will bring you the great historical 
stories that everyone enjoys so much along with news 
and announcements.   
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6. Other projects are being developed and will be 
announced through the Outlook newsletter and on 
our website and social media. 
 
7. Also, this year, the Historical Society will be 
launching a special fundraising campaign. The 
Society has carried on many of its programs during 
COVID-19 with substantial expenses. However, for 
three years, there have been no fundraising events 
like the Annual Banquet and Historical Bus Tours.  
So, as we plan the 2022 projects, again without the 
usual fundraising events, we find it will be advisable 
to launch a community-wide fundraising campaign. 
More details will be provided later.  
 
 
 

Can you identify this man? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Madoc library needs help in identifying this 
man.  He was a prominent resident of the Madoc 
area.  The response can be made to: 
archives@cabhc.ca or by calling CABHC at 613-967
-3304. 

 
New Book by Bill 

Kennedy 
 

A long-time volunteer with the Historical Society, 
Director and Outlook Editor, Bill Kennedy has 
written an intriguing novel which has just been 
released. A historical novel placed in the Red River 
Colony in the 1860s, the book is entitled On the 
Plains of Heaven, and tells the story of two women 
from different worlds whose lives collide with 

devastating consequences. Truly a captivating story 
in an amazing setting of the early West.  
 
Copies can be ordered online and should soon be 
available at Chapters. 
 
 

 

An Honourable Thief: The 
Story of Alexander Petrie 

 

by Connie Carson 
 

Alexander Oliphant Petrie was one of Belleville's 
most influential and respected citizens for most of his 
life. But there is more to the story you may not 
know.  
 
Alexander was born in Scotland in 1787; one of the 
earliest settlers in Belleville when the total population 
numbered only 150 people. A small cluster of 50 
homes, stables, and a tavern formed the town in 1808, 
and he lived in a tent for six years until his home at 
67 South Front Street was completed. The Petrie 
house still stands today and is the oldest residence 
within the boundaries of the original town. The 
modern cladding and beautifully renovated exterior 
conceal a saltbox-style structure over 200 years old. 
A few original wide plank floorboards remain of the 
original unpretentious, cramped interior that once 
housed two Petrie families. 
 
During the war of 1812, the British Naval Force on 
Lake Ontario called out to him. He saw action on 
board the Royal George when Kingston was attacked 
by the American fleet and was quickly promoted to 
Lieutenant for his service. After the war, he built a 
schooner named General Brock, and sailed between 
Kingston and Toronto before settling down in 
Belleville with his family. 
 
In 1832 Petrie paid a fee to the town and was 
awarded a seven-year licence to operate the ferry 
linking Belleville and Prince Edward County. This 
ferry had been in service for many years and was 
integral to the area's economy. It was so essential that 
the previous operator, David Hennessey, was given 
an exemption from military service in 1812 just to 
keep it in service. After Hennessey's death, his widow 
kept the ferry running for several years until the 
family took it over. 
 
Mr. Petrie's ferry service was not doing well. He was 
annoyed that unlicensed boat owners, including the 

mailto:archives@cabhc.ca
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integrity and would never be dishonourable or mean. 
At his trial, he argued the money he demanded was 
simply the contract price he was entitled to. Because 
of the community support, a pardon was granted by 
Lt. Gov. John Colbourne in September 1833. 
 
He resumed his ferry service and later became the 
Mayor of Belleville in 1841.  He also remained active 
as a tax assessor, collector and accountant with the 
Bank of Upper Canada until his death at 83 years of 
age. The local paper reported the funeral procession 
numbered over 1000 people. The city's total 
population was only 9,000 at the time! 
 
His obituary in The Intelligencer on October 21, 1870 
read, “In addition to being one of the town's oldest 
residents, the deceased was a man universally 
respected for a long life of steady adherence to 
principle and inflexible integrity. Although he was 
astute in his ways, he had a warm heart, always open 
to the call of charity. His hand was ever ready, and 
his purse was always available to assist a neighbour 
or friend.” 
 
Lieutenant Petrie never forgot his homeland. At his 
burial in St. Thomas Church Cemetery, a unique 
pillow was placed under his head. It was made of 
cloth sewn from material cut from General Isaac 
Brock's funeral pall and contained soil Petrie brought 
from Scotland. Thanks to Alexander Oliphant Petrie, 
there is a bit of Scotland in that cemetery. 
 
When walking along our beautiful waterfront trail, 
stop outside 67 South Front Street and take a moment 
to envision the fascinating life and tenacious spirit of 
Lieutenant Alexander Oliphant Petrie. 
 
With thanks for assistance from the Community 
Archives of Belleville and Hastings County. 
 
 
 

The Early Days of Belleville 
Part 2 of 2  

by Richard Hughes 
 

Last month we related a story, originally printed in 
the Daily Intelligencer on December 28, 1915, in 
which J.J.B. Flint recalled his childhood days about 
65 years earlier (1850s). In that article, he continued 
with a story about his father's (adopted father Billa 
Flint) logging and sawmill businesses: 
 
“At the southern end of Coleman Street, where it 

Hennessey family, were competing against him for 
ferry contracts. 
 
It was a great relief when Mr. Parker, an agent from 
the American Circus Company, approached him with 
a job offer. They negotiated a mutual agreement and 
for the price of 15 shillings ($3.00), Petrie would 
ferry Mr. Parker’s circus of wild beasts and stage 
dancers from Prince Edward County to Belleville. 
 
On three consecutive days, Mr. Petrie crossed the bay 
in the blowing winds and stormy weather to wait for 
the circus troupe. Other ferry operators were also 
waiting for business at the docks. When the circus 
finally arrived, Mr. Parker decided to book the 
Hennessey boat, also waiting at the pier, because the 
wind was strong and his vessel was more substantial. 
Mr. Petrie was furious and wanted payment for his 
time lost. 

 
He approached the booking agent, Mr. Parker, at the 
lower bridge on Front Street in Belleville a few days 
later. He threw the invoice for 3 bucks at Parker, 
pulled out a pistol, and demanded his money. There 
were no laws against toting a gun in those days. 
Parker was afraid of being shot, so he paid him the 
money but insisted on getting proof of payment from 
Petrie. The two of them proceeded to Mrs. Simpson's 
tavern up the street a block, had a few drinks, and 
Petrie wrote out a receipt for the money. This whole 
exchange took place in broad daylight, in the very 
centre of the town, and in front of several 
witnesses. Unfortunately for Petrie, the agent left the 
tavern, went to the local constable and lodged a 
complaint. Petrie was arrested, charged with armed 
robbery and incarcerated at the Kingston jail. On 
August 6, 1833, Justice James B. Macaulay 
sentenced him to death by hanging. 
 
The locals took up a citizen's petition and rallied 
around Petrie. They testified he was a man of 

Ferry with horses                                                           CABHC 
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reaches the Bay, my father built a steam sawmill, and 
had made a lumber yard of timbers and sawdust 
which extended nearly to the centre of the river. The 
mill pond he formed out of large rocks which 
reached far out into the river, the wall of rocks 
protecting the logs from going out into the Bay. One 
night a frantic knocking was heard at our door. Upon 
opening it, the neighbor who kept the large stone 
hotel now known as the Windsor (a Mrs. McCoy) 
stood there and said to my father, “Your mill is on 
fire.” The entire property was completely destroyed 
and never rebuilt. The large sawdust wharf gradually 
wore away through inroads of ice and swift water, 
and finally disappeared. In summer time two or three 
rocks point out where the old wall stood.  

 
Cross the River in Boats 

 
“After the old river bridge was swept away, broom 
sticks were brought and fastened end to end, 
affording a rather precarious pathway from shore to 
shore. These were removed and a rope was stretched 
across the river, a ring placed upon the rope and the 
boat, which was attached to the ring, was floated 
across the river, by the action of the current. I 
remember before any good crossing was completed 
our family and some friends embarked in a large 
wooden canoe dug out of a large timber. The current 
was very strong and the boat overladen. When the 
current caught the boat she capsized, throwing all of 

the passengers into the water. We escaped drowning 
narrowly.  

 
Timber Days 

 
“During the freshets in the spring time immense 
quantities of long sticks of timber were brought down 
the river and rafted at its mouth. These timbers were 
fastened together by withers, which were green 
saplings, brought in immense loads. Each of these 
were placed in a machine which twisted the fibres 
and bruised them in such a manner that they could be 
used as ropes for tieing the sticks together. The 
timbers were placed side by side, forming a crib 
fastened with these withers. Several of these cribs 
would be lashed together end to end. In the centre of 
one of them was built an earthen platform, upon 
which was placed an iron crane. Upon this platform 
all the cooking was done while the cribs were being 
floated to Quebec. At each end were immensely long 
oars worked by two or three men. These directed the 
course of the cribs.  
 

Aboard the Rafts 
 
“Shelters of boards were made on the cribs for 
sleeping. Sometimes a tow boat would tow the rafts 
to the St. Lawrence river. Then the rafts had to make 
their own way through the rapids. Running these 
rapids was exceedingly dangerous to life and 

Logs driven down a river and waterfalls, circa 1890                                                                                         CABHC  2019-090-04  



 

property. Frequently these cribs would strike rocks 
and be broken to pieces and the men in charge 
drowned. Steering these cribs through the rapids was a 
difficult task as they were very unwieldy. The Indians 
were frequently employed as pilots. When the timbers 

reached Quebec the vessels which were to take them 
across the ocean had large holes in the bow, through 
which the long timbers were hauled into the holds of 
the vessels to begin their voyage to the old land.” 
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It’s Reading Time Again 
 

by Michelle Hutchison 
 

 
 

June is here. We have settled into warmer weather. The sweet scent of summer flowers fills the air. 
For your reading pleasure, we make the following suggestions.   

You can find these and many other fine books in the Hastings County Historical Society bookstore. Sup-
plies of some copies are limited. 

War of 1812: Highlighting Native Nations was written to 
commemorate the two hundredth anniversary of the War 
of 1812. Its pages bring to the foreground the unique and 
proud contribution made by the Native Warriors who were 
allied with Great Britain. Author Zig Misiak, who de-
scribes himself as “a student of Native/First Nations histo-
ry and culture,” clearly states that “he speaks about but not 
for the Native/First Nations.” He has, as always, taken into 
account both oral and written information in order to tell 
an accurate and balanced story. Described as a “tour 
guide,” the book includes many maps and photographs that 
allow the reader to participate, visiting the historic sites 
either in person or from the comfort of an armchair. 
 
119 pages $20 

Many books have been penned about the changing face of 
Belleville, the city. Each of these highlight different aspects of 

growth, the good, the bad and the ugly. Authors Nick and Helma 
Mika said, “Cities do not grow, they are built.” The reader is taken 
on a journey through the years on this path of building, from the 

very roots of this settlement on the Bay of Quinte. Complete with 
many photographs, Belleville the Seat of Hastings County, was 
published in 1986 and celebrates 150 years of history. 

 

90 pages $10 



 

Gleanings from the 
Newspapers 

 

by Richard Hughes 
 

As the weather warms and we all are “chomping at 
the bit” to get out and enjoy the summer, many will 
head for the Sandbanks Provincial Park. If you were 
planning this excursion 125 years ago you could take 
this route via the Steamer Varuna with Captain 
Hicks: the boat leaves Belleville at 8:30 a.m., 
travelling first to Deseronto and then down to Picton 
where you can connect with the stage for the final leg 
to the Sandbanks. Captain Hicks will make the 
arrangements. The steamer leaves Picton for the 
return journey at 1:00 p.m., arriving back in 
Belleville at 4:30 p.m. (With this schedule, it is 
presumed you would be staying overnight at one of 
the fine hotels near the Sandbanks.)  
 
 

Also, with the arrival of summer—1898, that is—it 
might be time for the fashionable ladies to choose a 
new pair of shoes. Vermilyea & Son would fit you up 
with the finest Ladies Dongola 2-button shoes on sale 
at $1.   
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The newspapers of the late 1890s kept the citizenry 
fully informed of the lawbreakers in our community. 
It reported that the case of John Weir, who was 
accused of allowing his hens to trespass on the 
property of Benj. Sanford, was enlarged (carried 
over) for a week.  (Obviously a serious case that 
could not be dealt with at one sitting.) In another case 
before the busy magistrate, Timothy Hogan was 
given a week to clean out his pig pen or condign (i.e., 
adequate and well-deserved) punishment would be 
his.  
 
The city was not without its violent incidents, and 
these must be reported in full detail. We read, 
(October 1897) “John Mc. and John C. of Thurlow 
frequented too many hotels on Saturday, and as a 
result were pretty full before they started for home. 
On their way up Pinnacle Street in C.’s waggon they 
got into a fight and both men fell out of the waggon. 
After rolling on the ground for some time, they got 
into the waggon and fell out a second time. They 
then went to the Kyle House yard where C. got a bar 
of iron and hit Mc. over the head, inflicting an ugly 
wound. It appears Mc. who is much the younger man 
was to blame, and got no more than he deserved.” 
 
 

 

Steamer Varuna docked at wharf at Massassauga Point in Prince Edward County, circa 1913              HC04963   CABHC 
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Stephen Leacock's Look at 
Seagram's Canada (Part 2) 

 

by Orland French 
 

(For Part 1 see the May edition of Outlook.) 
 

Stephen Leacock held an unusual view on how 
Canada was discovered. You can blame the Turks 
for it. When the Turks overran Eastern Europe in the 
1400s, they blocked the traditional trade route from 
Europe to the East. For hundreds of years trade had 
passed overland from Asia to Europe by caravans. 
No longer. 
 
Leacock grew famous as one of the world's best-
known humour writers, but he was also an astute 
economist who taught at McGill University in 
Montreal. These observations are drawn from his 
book Canada, the Foundations of Its Future. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
According to Leacock, by the 1400s it began 
dawning on explorers and adventurers that the Earth 
might not be flat. If you sailed west you wouldn't 
necessarily fall off the edge of the sea, but if you 
went far enough you might go around the planet and 
wind up in China. China! That's where one could 
find the gold, the silk, the precious stones that were 
so popular in Europe. There was more than one way 
to skin an ocean, and so Christopher Columbus set 
sail for China in 1492. He fetched up on Watkin's 
Island in what we now call the West Indies, but to 
his dying day he believed he had found the East 
Indies, near China. Of course, it was the Americas, 
which the Norse had beat him to by 500 years, 
exploring the rocky lands of Newfoundland, 
Labrador, Greenland and Iceland as early as 1000 
A.D. 
 
Other Europeans followed. History is peppered with 
the names of trans-Atlantic and would-be trans-
Pacific adventurers who were looking for China. All 
but a few found “a huge mountain barrier reaching 

virtually from pole-to-pole,” as Leacock put it. For 
decades, even centuries, they poked and prodded 
every bay, river, creek, inlet, strait and sound along 
the eastern seacoast from the Arctic to the Antarctic, 
looking for a route to China. To this day there is a 
town on the St. Lawrence River where an explorer 
threw up his hands in the air in despair. He stuck a 
post in the riverbank, wrote on it “la chine” (China) 
and went home in disgust. He had run into rapids 
where he could go no further, but today the St. 
Lawrence Seaway passes them by with ease at 
Lachine, Quebec. 
 
Others tried to go over the top through the Arctic but 
found it blocked with ice. Magellan and Drake found 
their way around Cape Horn at the southern end, but 
the seas were deemed too rough, too dangerous and 
too southerly to be useful for a long trip to China. 
Champlain in 1634 came up the St. Lawrence and sent 
an exploration to the end of the Great Lakes, thinking 
it might find China. It didn't; what it found was lots 
and lots of flatland and many more mountains. 
 
The Portuguese had better luck. Nunez Balboa 
climbed up the hills of a narrow neck of land at 
Panama and saw the Pacific Ocean in 1513. Of 
course, he realized the solution: All's you gotta do is 
dig an 80-kilometre ditch from sea to sea. Four 
hundred years later, in 1914, the Panama Canal was 
opened. 

 
What is puzzling was that these explorers did not 
seem to realize that this huge blockage of land from 
pole to pole might harbour its own riches. They were 
fixed on finding a way to the Orient. Only when they 
met the Incas and Aztecs of Central and South 
America did they find evidence of gold and silver 
riches. Then they did what Europeans so often did – 

Stephen Leacock 
Wikimedia Commons 
 

Chronicle & Gazette, June 1, 1836, p. 4  Digital Kingston 
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they sent over armies of men to steal the plunder. In 
Eastern Canada the riches were the “low-hanging” 
fruit, the easy pickings, the fish of the sea and the 
furs of the land. Sustained by a seemingly never-
ending supply of beaver pelts, the beaver-hat fashion 
in Europe lasted about 300 years. Given that today's 
fashions seem to be exhausted in a matter of weeks, 
that seems phenomenal. (How long would a beaver-
hat fashion last today?) 
 
The next commercial smash hit, which directly 
affected this area, was the logging industry. In 
particular, the tall straight pines of Eastern Ontario 
were in great demand in the European shipbuilding 
industry. The logs were fashioned into timbers, 
lashed together into rafts and sent bobbing down the 
St. Lawrence on their way to shipbuilders in the 
Maritimes and overseas. It wasn't long before the 
forests were axed to death and the riches of Eastern 
Ontario turned to sawdust. 
 
Over the next few hundred years, as the Americas 
developed and evolved into nations like Canada and 
the United States, we became richer and richer. As an 
economist, Leacock worried that the richness of a 
population would lead to declining birth rates. He 
said history has proven that birth rates always 
declined in progressively civilized countries. This is 
why, today, western countries like Canada rely on 
immigration to maintain a healthy, growing 
population. 
 
A declining population, Leacock wrote, “will mean, 
to the eye of the economist, queer changes in the 
structure of industrial life, more provision for the 
wants of old men and women, and less for that of 
children; the toy trade less important than the 
wheeled chair industry, the tin trumpet beaten by the 
ear trumpet, few children's books and ever so many 
books of reminiscences; with infancy and senility 
joining forces to augment the trade in macaroni and 
milk.” Maybe we should throw historical societies in 
with that lot. 
 
This was Leacock's forecast in 1941. One wonders 
what he would make of today's television 
advertising, with a constant drumbeat for better 
investments, old age care and security and hundreds 
of medications for every ailment going. With 
extensive advertising pitched at the elderly, the near 
elderly, the retired and the worried-about-retiring, he 
would have known he was bang on. The Old Age 
Industry is one of the richest in the world. 
 

tel:613-967-3304
mailto:president@hastingshistory.ca

