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October 21/74 Nancy Foster (CIP) talking with Mr. Sigurd Wessman 
and wife Olive.

W: 
N:

Mr. Wessman
Nancy Foster

N: When did you first come to this area?

W: In 1921.

N: Where did you come from before that?

W: It was up in Renfrew, Ontario, and, working up there. 

And my brother and I decided we would go into business, 

and it was left with me to find a location. And I 

told him that going through Belleville quite a few 

times, I alwas liked Bellevile and I thought before 

we looked at any  other place we should come 

to Belleville first. So we I came down, to Belleville 

for that purpose. And through the manager of the 

Chamber of Commerce and the mayor, Charlie Hannah 

was Mayor at that time, we had a place down on Pinnacle 

Streets, we could rent part of for the time being,
 to

because I just wanted a place big enough so that I 

could do, make my tools and dyes. We had to make 

a lot of dyes for our work. And so I rented that 

from E. E. Richardson Company, was the name. They 

made display fixtures. And they went of business, 

have been for a long time. And that was our bei-n 

beginning, making the tools and dyes. And the next 

spring, my brother came down by that time I h.ady-was dyes

ready for an electric iron. And beginning to work 

on dyes for a toaster. And so he came down and he
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took over the shop. And I kept the office. And we 

worked together and finally we got to where we started 

to operateo We hired some men; well we had to buy 

some material first of course., bring that in. And 

so on. And we made our first iron, I crft remember 

the date but, It was in ’2*2 sometime. And ah, a® soon 

as we got going with the iron, we, the dyes were getting 

completed for the toaster. And then we made a toaster. 

And we went to electric heaters. It was portable 

heaters. And then we went into hot plates. One burn

er hot plates and two burner hot plates. And rangette 

we called them. They weren't like the rangettes you 

have today though. But anyway, we made them all and 

later on we were asked by a firm in Toronto to may 

make a permanent waving maching. And it was duel 

Canadian made permanent waver at that time so this 

machine was called Wessman. And we manufactured for 

the firm in Toronto. And then we kept on doing this 

up till the depression years, thirty-nine, things 

got pretty bad. I remember R. J. Graham. We rented 

from him you see, he owned the building down there.

And I said, I guess we came to Belleville at the wronj, 

started at the wrong time. He said no, he said, this 

is going to be a long, long depression, he says, and 

it's a good time to start in because your taught, and 

you know how to save for to get along. But I didn't 

agree with him. I thought still it was foolishness, but 
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there was nothing to do we had to go on o So I had to cut

down expenses. I was told by a friend of mine that 

I should go down to Desoronto, look over, there was 

a lot of empty factory holdings down there. And 

one Sunday, I just took a tour down to see what they 

looked like. Some of them were dishevelled, you know 

torn down and so on but there was one down on the 

dock which had been Mr. Rathbun's Office. During 

the war it had been used for officers’ mess, for the 

airport. We had an airport in the first war. And 

they were using that building. And well, then after 

the war tas over, the building was never used until 

I came and looked at it, and my brother and I went 

down and found out who was the mayor. Doctor Boyce 

was the mayor at the time . We told him we were in

terested in looking at some of these buildings, so 

it ended up that the only one really fit to go into 

was that head office of Rathbtun righton the dock 

practically. So it belonged to the town. The town 

had taken it for taxes. And so the town said, they’re 

willing to sell it, they'd 1-i-ke to sell it and, ah, 

I told them I might interested inhy buying if it wasn’t 

too expensive.. So they had a council meeting and they   

I went down andtalked the thing over and we got a good 

price and I bought it. And the treasurery gave my me 

five year's to pay for it. So, I payed for it in five 

years and it became my building.
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What year was this when you took over the building?

Well we moved to Desdronto, it was 1932. And we bought 

the building at the same time the whole thing; when 

we moved in, We owned the building. And we operated 

then. The depression was on so, and of course labour 

was cheaper then in Deseronto than it was in Belleville. 

Why was that?

Well, a little town you see. Little towns always 

a little cheaper. And the only factory there was, 

well there was no factory in Deseronto, except the 

creamery the two men worked in the creamery making 

butter. That was the only besides us earning in, 

And I was there about a year, and I was on the school 

board for a year, and then my brother $ook over on 

the school board, and I wait on the town council.

How many schools were there in Deseronto at the time?

Well there was one Public School and one High School.

So...

How many members were there on the town council?

Members? Eight, at that time. When I was in, on the 

council, two years, and then I was mayor for five 

years. I served on public utilities in Deseronto for 

twenty-one years® And I have a plaque for it. I’ve 

got it down stairs I guess. And the twenty-one year 

was the year we moved back to Belleville. Was in '62. 

We had sold our business in the meantime, my brother 

had passed on, a, some years before that, and I was 
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alone and I was getting up in years, so I thought

I better get rid of this thing, so I sold the bus- 

iness andAwe thought we’d like to go back to Belleville 

because we liked Belleville. And Mearl was living 

here you see, and married at that time, so we decided 

we'd sell the house and that's how we come up. We 

sold out and moved up here. And that's thirteen years 

ago now. Now when I was in Belleville before, I was 

on city council, '29, I was one of the aidermen here. 

Just one year for the next year we moved away.

N: What was the name of your company?

W: "The Ready Heat Electric Company® Limited". That’s
  

what we called it when we were up there. here 

it was just Belleville,Electric Company and Stamping 

Limited. That’s what the name was .up here. But when 

we moved up to Besoronto, we thought, well we can't 

have it Belleville, we changed it to "Ready Head" 

That was our Trade Name. So we used a trade name.

We called it the "Ready Head Electric Appliance Company 

Limited". And operated down there for thirty-two 

years, all together.

N« Did you add any new products when you went down to

Deseronto?

W: Well, the electric line, I mean we improved what we

were working on, you know, you see the toasters you 

got in those days was not like the toaster you got 

today. And we were, last ones we made, were the two

slice and were toasters the same, practically the 
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same, practically as you get today® Our automatic 

iron, didn’t have water you know, but we did have 

an automatic iron that was just coming out, with 

the big companies, and we were copying them two, at 

the same time. So we had a good line, when we quit, 

and, during the war, the government froze our line.

They said it was a luxury line and war needed us for 

war work. And we had a tool room, and that was what 

they were after more than anything else, because 

there was a shortage of tool makers, a place where 

tools could be made. So they froze our line. We 

were only allowed to manufacture twenty-five percent.

And I went to Ottawa, and I said we couldn’t possibly

live on that, we couldn’t make it pay. And they 

said we're know that but you have a tool room and 

tool makers and we got lots of work for you. War 

work. And I said, How? And they said, " You'll- hear 

from them". And the re xt thing you know, General 

Motors was one of our biggest. We were sub-contracting.

For General Motors we did, we came up to a production 

of five hundred gear shifts , leavers for armoured
 

trucks."’ We made them five hundred a day. Sunday, 

holidays and all. Then, you had Bata Sho.e. They were 

making Naval gun, and we made what they call the amunition 

box for it. We did this for it, and then we stamped

it for them. Stuart Warner was another we worked for.
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W: We made a flame thrower. So we made the dyes for the flame thrower

and stamped out part of it. Steven Adamson another one. I can't 

remember what that was for, it was some long bar's We worked for 

all these firms during the war. The electric firm was just put 

aside, we couldn’t make anything. And that went on until we came 

up here, back again. You've got enough there now haven't you.

Ns No. Where did you sell your products, just export them to this 

area.

W. Oh no. We shipped to New Zealand, Australia and Britian. Yes, we 

shipped overseas, we had export. And all through the west we had 

a traveller and he travelled from coast to coast, from Vancouver 

to Halifax and the whole year long. He had other lines besides 

ours but our line e was one of them. Your grandfather worked for 

us as a salesman. I don’t know if he ever told you?

Ns No I don't think so.

W : Your grandfather came to Belleville and we were taking our meals

at Mrs. Holts, do you remember? That's were we met Gord.

0.W. :Yes, we haven't been there for years.

W: And Gord had just come down from Guelf I think. He got in some

business up there and it didn't turn out very well. He lost it so 

he came and asked me one day if he couldn't do some selling for us 

you know. And I said well we have one man, we really not big 

enough for any more but I said he only calls on wholesalers but 

if you want to try the retailers all rightSo he travelleu for us 

end covered all the small fellows till he had a chance to go into 

the customs and he aksed me what I thought he should do and I said 

if I was you I would quit this job and go right there. The government 

you have a pension and everything else.

N : How much would one of your irons sell for back then?
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W: Irons, oh about two dollars and a half.

jN : Two and a half.

W: Today, well they don't make them like that todaybut if we were making

them today I would say we would get almost ten dollars for them, and 

a toaster the same. A permanent waving machine looked like a milking 

machine. I was asked one time, Tom Webster was the president of the 

Rotary Club and I belonged to the Rotary Club here and he was president. 

He phoned me up Sunday morning and he says I’m going away Sig. He 

says and you got to be the speaker at the meeting. I said the   

speaker. He said yah . I said what in the world, I said am I going 

to talk about. He said your product. Well alright, I worried right 

until Monday and I took one of those permenant waver machines up to 

the Quinte Hotel and set it up there. And I had an iron and a toaster 

And so when I was asked to speak Archie Greymore, I'll always remem

ber, he was sitting opposite me you know, he said I didnlt know you 

were into milking machines. It looked like a milking machine. I 

said, oh yes we’re into almost everything now.

N: What was the town of Des oronto like when you went there?

W : It was one manufacturer with two men, that was the only business that

was there. Every other house was for sale, you could buy a house 

for fifty dollars and people bought them and moved them away. They 

were old frame houses, Rathbun built them all. He went out of 

business and there were alot of people there that worked lor him.

£ and didn't have money enough to go anyplace else and had to stay 

theye and you lived in those houses. And there was nothing there 

then. When we left there were several, the Optical people down there, 

they came during my time as mayo*. I had something to do with bringing 

that in. And then there's the Hawley Brothers, they started a wood 

shop making furniture and it's still going down there, and then the 

Ideal Vendor it's uite a big firm down there and they all come in
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W: and they're all doing well I understand. That's Desoronto today,

much better oil then when we first came there.

N: What about stores, what kind o... stores were there?

W: Well there was a couple of grocery stores one hardware store and

I guess that was about all we had. I think there was about three 

grocery stores and a hardware store, drug store and that's about 

all.

N j Was the grocery store the Fields ran one of them?

W: She was one of them, yes. She was out on the highway, that is

number two and the others were down town on the main street. Wasn't 

there a clothing down on the corner, what was his man name?

O.W. s Yes, he did run a clothing store for a  little while, Webster.

W: That was about all that was there and three churches, United

church, Anglican church and the Presbyterian church. Neither one 

of them, the United was the best one off, the others were just 

starving trying to make it goy you know. And that's where she 

worked, isn't that right. I think I was a warden in that church 

nearly all the time I was in Desoronto. (St. Mark's Anglican) 

....e she had twenty cats I think and she died and 1 was on the 

council at that time and I had to get rid of the cats. I don’t 

know if there was twenty but there was an awful slew of them.

Then,  there was no theatre there. Well in the second was 

world war, the airport down there came to me and said could I do 

anything to get a little restaurant into Desoronto. The boys he 

said are lost at night, they like to go down the street and they 

like to have a cup of coffee and he says there's nothing till they 

get to Napanee, so I got a rest urandt established. Well then it's 

the same with the theatre. There was a theatre there but it had 

been closed for years and years so 1 got one of the Famous Players
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W: to come down. I got them interested and they opened up a theatre

there lor us. It's still there but 1 think it closed, I think 

it’s been closed for a good many years now, And I was responsible 

for the Lions Club. I was the first president of the Lions Club 

down there and then my brother was also a past president of it.

And I served as deputy governor ef-the-Lions-Satersiatiesial district 

governor, and as the district governor of the Lions International 

so I belong to Chicago, that is the head office of the Lions 

International. District governor, that's my last job. And they 

have built a medical centre down there, that is the Lions Club 

has, I don't know how they're doing, they just opened up about 

a year ago.

Nj What sort of work did the Lions Club do when you were there?

Ws What did they do? Well you know the members would work in different

places. Most of them worked in Kingston, some of them worked in 

Belleville. And then of course there was the business men around 

here. There wasn't very many of us, my brother and myself. We 

were, I don't knew think, we were only about ten to twelve members. 

There are more now, more people down there.

Ns Do you happen to know about how many people there were in Deseronto 

at the time you were mayor?

W s Eight hundred

N : Eight hundred?

W: Started, it built up just after they built, the factories starred

to come in. It's about eighteen hundred now, population.

W: You said you sold out your factory. Is someone still running it

down there?

W: No. The building is still there. I sold the building and I sold

the machinery to a Montreal firn.

N s What do they make?
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W s They make the same things as we did in Montreal. They have the 

same name I think. They, did, I don't know if they still do. I 

don't know if they operate any more or not...... Merele, when we 

went down there, she was just, nor she never went to school up 

here, she started school in Deseronto I guess. And there were 

alot of Indians you know. They had a group picture taken of the 

class one day and there is Merele sitting among all these Indians, 

Alot of white ones too but I mean you could pick them out. Of 

course Merele when she went to high school she came up here to 

Albert and she never went back. She's always, she was born here 

and she lived here all her life except xor a few years in Deseronto. 

She likes it here.

N < Did you ever have any trouble of any kind with the Indians down

in Deseronto?

W: No, they behaved quite well in my days and they do yet. What they

trying down there I think they're right. They should do something 

to end it. They haven't treated the Indians right There are 

some very nice Indians, you know, Some of course we don't care 

too much about but there are some very nice ones.

Merele is there only daughter (and child). She is now Mrs. Brennan

 



Side two Page 12

When the Rathbun’s were in Deseronto it became bigger than Napanee. 

There was more people and. more manufacturing going on in Deseronto 

than there was in Napanee, you know. But the lumber business,you 

see when steel started, they were making the buildings out of, 

construction with steel construction instead of lumber. Rathbun’s 

gradually went out of business, you see and it went to the steel 

people. Well, we had no steel people down there at all, there 

wasn't that I can remember.

You mentioned a theatre, an old theatre in Deseronto. Was thin the 

Naylor theatre?

Oh, yes.

Was there still anything going on there when you came to Deseronto? 

Not when we came, it was just a building. It was during the war 

that I got the Famous Players interested in fixing it up and open 

it up, mostly on account of the airforce, you see. And it went for 

along time after, years after and they had the regular shows. And 

it was operated by Davis and Davis, they were lawyers in Toronto. 

I can't think of it any more, they had a name, of course they had 

theatres all over that they owned. But any way they came down and 

took it. over and fixed it up so we had theatres.
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WESSMAN. SiQurd formally 
of Deseronto   and Belleville  at 
the  Hastings Manor on Mon- 
day July 12, 1982 in his 97th 
year Dear son of the Late Mr 
& Mrs. John Wessman. Belov 
ed husband of Olive Wessman  
(nee Trueman) Dear father of 
Mi* Gerok! IMaryaret Merle) 
Brennan of Belleville Dear 
grandfather of Judith Brennan 
of Belleville  and Mr. Richard 
(Sherril) Parkins of Toronto 
Resting at the John R. Bush 
Funeral Home, BO Highland, 
BcttaviSc. At the request of the 
family there wilt be  no visitation

. Service in the chapel 
Wednesday July 14 1982 at 10

Reverend Frank Gyle of
ficiating Interment Deseronto 
Cemetery In lieu of flowers, 
donations to the chanty of 
your choice would be greatly 
appreciated by the farrujy.
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SIGURD WESSMAN 

FUneral services were 
held for Sigurd Wess- 
man, former mavor of 
Deseronto and former 
member of Belleville oily l
council, July 14, al the 
Chapel of the John R 
Bush Funeral Home. 

Mr Wessman, 96, of  
Belleville and formerly  
of Deseronto, died July  
12, at Hastings Manor In  
Belleville. 

Burn in Fred rthshold.  
Norway, be was the son  
of the late Mr and Mrs  
John Wessman, and is  
survived by his wife.  
Olive Wcssman, (nee  
Trueman • 

Also surviving is a  
daughter. Mrs. Gerald  
< Margaret Meric) Bren 
nan, or Belleville. He was 
the grandfather of Judith 
Brennan, of Belleville, 
and Mrs Richard <Sber- 
ri 1) Parkins, of Toron to. 

Mr Westman was also 
a life member of Victoria 
Uxige 1 AF AM. 
Toronto, and a District 
Governor of the Lions 
Club for Belleville and 
Deseronto Distict.  

Bearers in Belleville'   
were Allan Parkhurst,   
Larry Turner. David 
M o w e r s, N o r m a n 
Mowers, Garfield Little, 
and Robert Schamer- 
born Bearers In 
Deseronto were Mervin 
Sherman. Gerald Lott. 
Ernest Luck. Thomas 
Dovlef John Henry, and 
Eric Gustafson
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rwii vVESSMAM- O'ivft EIsm. at ths Kastman 
■m‘ Manor, ftettev-M Saturday, Aprrf 25tn„ 
®rf’ 1987 Ohv<i Elite Trueman, of Hastings 
f’ri" Manor, Balteviite, m bar 94th vw 
,n‘ Daughter of the lata Mr. and Mr». Watem 

.— Trueman Belovad wdt? of the fate Siguro- 
„.n Wsamsn, Seat mother of Mrs Gerak!

Brennan uMargaret! of Plainfield, survived 
Tn t!v Qtandchitdien Judith Brennan, Sheriff 
’ d Pa tfuns. At the Request of the tamity, there
,}7 b’3 hd Violation. Private Farm ty service

to to held Monday, Apm 27th, 1997 
,< * Funeral arrangements under the direction 
*’ j of the John R. Bush Funeral Home. 80

I Highland Avenue. BettewBe.

RUSHLOW; WAn May, at her residence.
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