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From Mechanics' Institute to Corby Fublic Library : 
the development of library service in 3elleville, 1351 - 1908

I. Introduction

An examination of the Belleville Mechanics' Institute, and its 

development as a public library, through newspaper accounts and surviving 

primary documents, provides an interesting study of a part of Belleville's 

social history, and of a representative example of the Mechanics' Institutes 

and libraries in Ontario. The attitudes and expressed purposes of its founders, 

the fluctuations in its fortunes, and the development of its collections and 

facilities are typical of many such Institutes in towns and small cities in 

the mid-to-late nineteenth century.

11. First Mechanics' Institute in Belleville

Mechanics' Institutes began in Great Britain in the early nineteenth 

century, for the purpose of educating young working men, and promoting their 

moral and social improvement. The idea soon spread to Canada, the first 

Institute being opened in Ontario, at York, in 1331.1 A Mechanics' Institute 

existed in Belleville as early as 1351, when it is recorded as having received 

$200 after an Act was passed to provide for incorporation and better management 
2 3of Mechanics' Institutes. The correspondence of William Hutton, a Belleville 

pioneer and educator, includes the text of a lecture he delivered at the 

Bellevilie Mechanics' Institute on March 9, 1852, on the topic, "The world we 

live in".

There is no further evidence of the activities of the Belleville 

Mechanics' Institute until a small advertisement, dated October 5, 1857, 

appeared in local newspapers, advising members that "the Mechanics Institute 

Reading Room is now opened every evening, (Sunday excepted) from 7 o'clock 

to 9',L, [signed] W. Tilley, Librarian."

In an age of progress, the acquisition of knowledge by the



labouring classes was of great importance. Thus, at the official opening of 

the Reading Room in November 1857, Benjamin Jeddome took as his lecture topic 
5

"The pleasure and advantages of mental cultivation". He spoke first of the 

history and purpose of Mechanics' Institutes, describing the English Mechanics' 

Institutes as "the means of education, of moral-and social improvement, .to 

thousands of families who otherwise would be almost destitute of such advantages." 

Turning to the Belleville Institute in particular, Beddome said

that such a Reading Room had long been needed, a place

in which young men may be able to read the newspapers and 
light literature of the day without the necessity of 
resorting to places in which pernicious habits and customs are 
imbibed or indulged in. . . Learning, knowledge, education 
(both secular and religious), will drive out, or subdue, 
the desire for low, animal gratifications. "The pleasures 
and advantages of mental cultivation" will then become. . . 
a part of the personal experience of those who practice it.

Beddome outlined his view of what the Selleville Mechanics' 

Institute Should be : open to both men and women, both old and young, supported 

by all classes in the community. Those who had unused books or spare money 

should donate to this worthy cause. Instructional classes and lectures on all 

subjects should be important activities of the Institute.

Beddome then described the sort of books worth reading in order to 

cultivate the mind. His choice of good literature and his dismissal of much 

light fiction as "literary garbage" would be echoed in the high standards of 

the directors of the Mechanics' Institute in Belleville, as in other places. 

First in his list were the Greek and Latin classics, in translation : Homer, 

Herodotus, and Tacitus, and the writings of the early Church Fathers, such as 

St. Augustine. Shakespeare he regarded as the first and greatest writer of 

dramatic poetry in English, Milton as the greatest epic poet, and Byron as the 

greatest descriptive poet. Though some people disapproved of novels, Beddome 

felt that some writers, such as Sir Walter Scott and James Fenimore Cooper, 

were worth reading because of the way they brought history to life. Dickens, 
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however, was suited only for young people; his stock characters and predictable 

plots, which ended with the hero and heroine getting married and living 

happily ever after, were rather trivial for people with mature reading interests 

and a taste for more important things. "It is much to be regretted", said 

3eddome, "that there should be such a general demand for novels, in all libraries, 

and so little demand for works of a more useful, substantial, or instructive 

character."

deddome foreshadowded future difficulties for the 3elleville 

Mechanics' Institute when he mentioned that they had about one hundred members, 

but that there should be at least three hundred. Recurring themes until the 

beginning of the twentieth century were to be the need for more members 

(i.e. more subscription money), and the question of why more people did not 

take advantage of the educational benefits offered to them at such a low cost.

An article in the Hastings Chronicle in December 1859° outlined 

the difficult financial circumstances into which the Mechanics' Institute had 

fallen in only two years. The writer says:

There is no doubt that this town is large enough, and that 
the people of 3elleville are liberal enough, to sustain a 
Mechanics' Institute, with Library and Reading Room, but 
the number of members at present is not large enough, with 
so very small an annual subscription, to enable the Directors 
to meet the current expenses.

If members could not find some way of meeting expenditures, the Reading Room 

would have to be closed. At a meeting on December 14, 1859, members were 

opposed to the idea of having to close the Reading Room. It was pointed out 

that the amount of their debt ($223.55) was only a few dollars over the usual 

government grant, showing that it was discontinuance of the $200 grant that put 

them so far behind/ Several members were appointed to canvas all areas of 

the town in order to collect subscriptions. They were unsuccessful; the 

Library and Reading Room were closed soon after, and the Mechanics' Institute 

ceased operations.
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However, the desire for a puolic library did not die. A letter to 

the editor of the Hastings Chronicle in May 1863 asks why Belleville, "one of 

the largest and most flourishing towns of Canada" has no public library when 

almost every town and frontier township of the country has one:

Scores of young men who are now fast losing their moral 
and intellectual manliness and energy, by spending their 
evenings and earnings in the saloon or on the street, 
might be saved and elevated by the companionship of a good, 
interesting, and instructive book.

The writer, a Mr. Surwash, suggested that $500 could be appropriated by the 

School Board or raised oy subscription, to purchase about 1,000 books which 

would form the nucleus of a library collection. "The expense", he said, "is a 

mere trifle compared with the amount of benefit conferred on all classes of the 

community. Will not the intelligent, public spirited, and progressive people 

of Belleville immediately act in this matter?"

III. Second Mechanics' Institute

Despite Mr. Burwash's plea, action was not taken until 1376. By 

October a large group of citizens had become interested in establishing a 

Mechanics' Institute, and had raised almost $1,000 in donations and pledges, 
g

The list of 33 subscribers published in the newspaper includes the names of 

many prominent business and professional men.

A public meeting was called for November 28, 1875, to consider 

forming a "Belleville Mechanics' Institute and Library Association". A 

newspaper report the following day expressed the gentlemen's ideas about the 

purposes and benefits of a Mechanics' Institute. It would be "a place where 

young men could spend their time profitably and pleasantly . . . Valuable and 

instructive books would be bought, lectures would be given, a museum would be 

established and a gymansium would be connected with the institute."

All those attending the meeting were in favour of establishing a 

Mechanics' Institute in Belleville. The question of financing it formed a large 
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part of their discussions that evening. They realized that they would need at 

least another $1,000 above the $1,000 which had already been raised. A motion 

was made to ask the Town Council to appropriate $1,000 to aid the enterprise. 

In seconding the resolution, the Hon. 3illa Flint said that "the Council could 

give that sum to the institute, and by doing it they would confer a greater 

benefit than had been made by some of the sums they had given away." Others, 

including Professor John Macoun and Mackenzie 3owell, felt that the project 

should be supported by individual enterprise rather than municipal funding. 

Sowell optimistically said that when financial aid was required, "he had no 

doubt but that assistance would be rendered . . . Selleville has a reputation 

for liberality, and we should obtain a subscription of $2,000 over and above 

the annual subscriptions." Macoun said that "Mechanics, lawyers' clerks, and 

dry goods clerks needed knowledge, but the men with means should come forward 

to aid this scheme.".

The resolution to ask the Town Council for aid was withdrawn. One 

wonders what the result would have been if they had decided otherwise, and had 

been able to persuade the Council to give substantial support to the Institute 

from the beginning. It might have paved the way for further annual appropriations, 

and to the Institute's becoming a free public library, supported by public 

funds, much earlier than 1903. Between 1375 and 1902, the Council would usually 

give an annual grant of $200, far less than what was needed to maintain the 

library. For the next quarter century, the library would have to rely on 
11 subscriptions from members.

Following the inaugural meeting in November 1375, the members 

immediately set to work. At their December meeting, three gentlemen were 

appointed to select books for the library. Committees were set up for the 
ML 

Reading Room, Lectures, Gymnasium, and Finance. The committee formed to find 

a suitable building for the Institute quickly got a location for a library,
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and a brief report published in the Weekly Intel 1ignecer, January 11, 1877, 

stated that "The rooms are being prepared as rapidly as possible and in a
13 short time the reading room will be ready for visitors."

By January 1878, at the end of a satisfactory first year of 

operation, they were occupying rented rooms on Campbell Street, had 383 members 

and had 830 volumes in the library, as well as a large number of daily and 

weekly newspapers and leading English, American, and Canadian magazines. 

Classes had been organized for Mechanical Drawing, Arithmetic, Elocution, 

French, and German, with satisfactory attendance. Seven lectures had been 

given, which, the annual report said, "were but meagrely attended, showing that 

the literary taste of the people of Belleville in this particular has yet to 

be cultivated." In order to encourage more young people to use the library, 

the Directors had reduced membership fees to allow apprentices and youths under 

seventeen to belong for $1.00 a year, and for clubs of workmen in any establish

ment, of not less than four persons, to use the Library and Reading Room for 

$1.50 each per annum. The Directors had hoped to have a gymnasium erected, but 

this had not been accomplished, resulting in "a material loss to the Association 

and a disappointment to the members."^4

Despite the good start, they had liabilities of $699.60, which, the 

President said, could be covered by the still-unpaid 1877 fees of some present 

members, plus members' fees now due for 1878. Unpaid fees were to be a recurring 

problem, as was the need for acquiring new members in order to meet expenses. 

However, Belleville was doing well, and the Intelligencer exaggerated only a 

little in proclaiming that after only one year in existence, the Belleville 

Institute ranked third in the list of 68 Institutes in Ontario, and was exceeded 
15 only by Toronto and Hamilton in terms of membership and equipment.

By May 1880 membership had increased to 505, and there were over 

1,000 volumes in the library. Assets exceeded liabilities by a healthy sum.

However, of the five evening classes that had been advertised the previous
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October,1' only three were taught : French and German, by the Rev. Mr. Schuster 

(who gave his services gratuitously), and English branches by Mr. McKeown.

Attendance at Mr. Schuster's classes averaged 22, and at Mr. .McKeown's, six. 

The long-awaited gymnasium had been built, and a Mr. E.V.'. Johnston was employed 

as instructor in gymnastics, his service-doing much to render the gymnasi-um 

a success.

1330 marked the beginning of a temporary decline in the Institute's 
13fortunes. The annual report presented in May 1381 showed that membership 

had dropped to 351, and the gymnasium had been so poorly attended that it had 

been closed in March. Only two classes were taught, one in English branches 

with 9 pupils, and the other in Mechanical Drawing with 5 pupils, and only one 

lecture was given. The Directors reported that an effort was being made to 

"enlist the active support of the lady members." During the next two decades, 

the ladies were to become-an important force in supporting the institute so 

that it could continue.

Circulation statistics for 1830 showed that works of Biography, 

History, Miscellaneous Literature, Science, and Art had been taken out an 

average of twice each, Travel nine times, and Novels an average of thirteen 

times each. The Directors were concerned with these statistics:

The proportion between the issue of novels from the library 
and those of other books is suggestive, and teaches a 
practical lesson as to the necessity of a strict supervision 
in the selection of works of this nature.

Membership continued to decline in 1881. In January 1882, Mr. 

Thomas Ritchie, a prominent businessman, offered to donate $100 towards the 

purchase of two billiard tables, on condition that membership could be brought 
1cup to 200. ' Canvassers were hard at work, and a week later the Intelligencer 

reported that over one hundred names had been secured; in addition, the 

gymnasium had been reopened." The membership drive must have been successful, 
7- I

because billiard and pool tables were added during the year.
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Public lectures were one way of raising money, Ho doubt Ine most 

famous lecturer engaged by the Mechanics' Institute was Oscar Wilde,who was 

touring North America in 1882. For his lecture at the City Hall on May 23, 

18S2, he took as his subject, "The practical application of the principles of 

the Aesthetic Theory to exterior and interior house decoration, and to dress 

and personal ornaments; the value of Art in education and the relation of 
2?

Art to Morals." A long and somewhat tongue-in-cheek report in the Daily 

Intelligencer dwelt as much on Mr. Wilde's dress, appearance, and mannerisms, 

as on the text of his speech, and stated that "the audience was appreciative 

and very sympathetic, being chiefly composed of ladies." At the conclusion of 

his article, the reporter remarked that

It was with some difficulty that he [Wilde] made his way 
through the throng of female admirers who would fain have 
delayed him. He was driven back to the Dafoe House, where 
he divested himself of his "good clothes", and was soon 
dissecting the elements of beauty which are found in 
chops and Mass' ale.

24In May 1883, the Directors were pleased to report that the 

Institute was now solvent, free of debt, and fully equipped. The three 

lectures given during the year had been well-attended, and the billiard and 

pool tables were being well-used and were becoming a source of revenue. Two 

hundred and fifty books had been added, bringing the collection to over 1,400 
25 volumes, and a new classified catalogue had been printed for the use of 

members. The Directors hoped that with increased membership revenue, they 

would soon be able to add new books as soon as they were published.

In the annual report^ of May 1884, an encouraging decline was 

noted in the proportion of novels circulated, compared with other works: 

The Directors are glad to notice this significant evidence 
of a growing taste for the study of standard works replete 
with instruction stimulating to the mind and having a 
refining influence on the life. It is gratifying to know 
that the efforts of the Institute in endeavoring to bring 
first-class books in all branches of knowledge within the 
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reach of those who could not otherwise benefit by them 
are being more and more appreciated.

During the year 1886-87, there was a large expenditure for alterations, 

owing to increased accommodation required for the library, which now numbered 

over 2,200 volumes. An enterprising citizen had proposed erecting a building 
27suitable for the accommodation of the Institute. However, no such building 

was built, and the library continued to occupy rented premises until 1908.

The Institute's interest in lectures and classes was changing by 
oo

this time. The May 1888 annual report was the last one to mention lectures. 

That year, only one poorly-attended lecture had been given, which netted the 

Institute $1.50. During the year 1888-89, evening classes were held in 

connection with the Ontario Business College, and were most successful, with 

33 pupils. The beginning of this partnership showed that the Mechanics' 

Institute was moving away from trying to give classes on its own, and towards 

leaving formal adult education to other educational institutions.

The May 1890 annual report, with statistics for 1889/90, boasted 

that "Belleville Mechanics' Institute is now second to none east of Toronto, and 
30 there are only two in Western Ontario, which are classed above that of Belleville.

The Institute's financial situation at the beginning of this decade was secure 

enough that in 1892, Directors voted to reduce the annual membership fee from 

$3.00 to $2.00.31

However, difficult times lay ahead. In the April 15, 1893
32 Intelligencer, an editorial and a long letter from Thomas Ritchie expressed 

concern that the establishment of a Young Men's Christian Association in 

Belleville would conflict with support for the Mechanics' Institute. Both 

organizations had similar purposes (provision of reading rooms and recreational 

activities), and both were directed at the same clientele (young working 

men, who needed a place for wholesome activity and intellectual and moral 

improvement.) A Y.M.C.A. was established soon after, but it was not necessarily 

the reason for the financial difficulties of the library during the next few years.
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33 At the annual meeting in May 1895, the name "Mechanics Institute" 

was dropped, and "Public Library" adopted instead, in accordance with the Ontario 

"Act respecting Public Libraries" which came into force on May 1, 1895. By now, 

the library had a Ladies' Auxiliary, and at this meeting, the ladies were thanked 

"for their efficient aid during the year." Fundraising was a major activity for 

them. In October 1895, they put on a spectacular and well-attended entertainment 

entitled "Cosmorama", which raised over $500 for the library. Held in the 

Regimental Drill Hall, it included such popular attractions of the times as 

Tableaux, an Italian Band, Minstrels, a Fine Art exhibit, booths representing
34 different countries, High Tea, and music by Riggs' Orchestra.

Thomas Ritchie, President of the Public Library Board of Directors, 

thanked the Ladies' Auxiliary for their successful "Cosmorama", in a letter to 

the editor of the Intelligencer^ and then went on to express his concept of 

a public library as "a necessary adjunct to our educational system." Schools 

and colleges, he said, "train the mind and furnish the groundwork," but 

acquisition of knowledge must be a life-long pursuit. The old idea of an 

Institute that provided formal classes for the practical education of young 

working men had been abandoned; the public library was now seen as a resource 

for life-long self-education for all people.

By the autumn of 1896, the library was in danger of having to 

close, in spite of its success and growth during the past two decades. 

Membership had fallen again, the Ontario legislative grant to libraries had 

been greatly reduced, and the city was still unwilling to provide municipal 

funding for a free public library. The Directors decided in their September 
• 37 meeting that they would have to close on January 1. By coincidence, 

within a week of their decision, one of the Directors, W.N. Ponton, received 

a letter from Gilbert Parker, which gave them some cause for hope. Parker, 

now resident in Britain, and a Member of the British Parliament, was, by this 
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time, well-known as a novelist on both sides of the Atlantic. But he never 

forgot his Belleville roots, and in his letter to Ponton he said he would be 

presenting $100 worth of books to the library annually. In addition, if a 

Free Library were to be established, he would make a more substantial contribution. 

Ponton urged the people of Belleville to follow Parker's public-spirited 

example. If they coil'd not donate books or money, they could at least secure 

new members. At a meeting on September 30, the Directors decided that if 100 

new members could be added by November 1, a further attempt would be made to 
39 carry on.

The library struggled on towards the new century, and did not close. 

At the annual meeting in January 1900, Gilbert Parker was praised for his promise 

of a yearly donation to the library as long as he lived. The report reiterated 

the fact that

Mr. Parker's idea was that it should eventually become a 
public library. He wished the city to assume it, and he 
would contribute generously towards purchasing a site and 
putting up a suitable building.

The annual meeting held on January 14, 1901, was probably one of 

longest and most heated in the library's history.41 The fund-raising activities 

of the ladies had provided so much support that one member proposed a slate of 

nine ladies to be the new Board of Directors. A number present spoke in 

favour of the ladies having the management "for the time being", although a 

more cautious member amended the motion to say that the Directors should be 

composed of five ladies and four gentlemen. An argument then arose because 

someone said "that the ladies intended to have a Yankee brought here as librarian." 

One of the women who had been nominated replied that they were considering 

having a trained librarian engaged for a brief period "so as to give useful 

instructions to whatever permanent librarian might be chosen? Opponents 

objected to "importing a foreigner to run the institution," and a motion was 
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put forth that no one be employed as Librarian unless he or she is a permanent 

resident of Belleville, "this being a Belleville institution, and there being 

many citizens competent to perform the duties of the office."

Nothing having been accomplished at the first meeting, another 

public meeting was held after a week's adjournment to elect the Board of 
42 Directors. The ladies who had been nominated had unanimously decided to 

withdraw, because they felt that the opposition they had encountered implied 

a lack of confidence in their ability. Harmony was restored, however, and 

nine men were elected as directors. The newspaper account says nothing more 

about the choice of a librarian, but there was to be no librarian with professional 

training,-apparently, until Angus Mowat came in 1923.

IV. Belleville Free Public Library

In 1903, the dream of a municipally-funded free library bacame a 

reality. At the first meeting of the Civic Committees of the new City Council, 

in January 1903, a deputation representing the Public Library Association 

presented a petition signed by many ratepayers, to the Executive Committee, 

asking the Council to grant $300 to establish a free library. After some ■■ 

discussion, the Executive Committee passed a motion to grant this amount, 

provided the library be kept open as a free institution 
for the year 1903; . . . And that the present Library 
Board guarantee to leave the library free of debt at the end 
of the year, and provided that the Cit^ Solicitor considers 
we have the power to grant the money.

The annual report for 1903 showed that membership in 1903 had 

increased by 507 to 1,467; either the $2.00 fee had been too high for some 

people, or else its becoming a Free Library created renewed interest in the 

library, prompting more people to join. Also, with the city grant now making 

up the largest part of their income, they were able to add over 500 new books, 
44the greatest increase in any year; so there was more to read.



13

Although 1904 was "the most prosperous year in the existence of 
45 the library," according to the annual report, the Directors had been able to 

spend only $155.00 on books, and so were only eligible to receive an Ontario 

government grant of $150.55. They hoped that in 1905 they would be able to 

spend enough on bocks to earn the full provincial grant of $200; this was a - 

dol lar-for-dol1 ar grant which would thus enable them to add $400 worth of 

books to the collection. Accordingly, a deputation from the Public Library 

Board went to the meeting of the Civic Committees of City Council on January 20, 
451905, to ask that their grant be increased to $1,000, the additional funds 

to be used entirely for purchasing new books. City Council raised the Library 

grant to $1,000 beginning in 1905.

V. Corby Public Library

In 1905, the Library 3oard apparently made enquiries about the 
47 conditions under which a Carnegie Library could be established. However, 

it was Harry Corby, ex-M.P. and owner of Corby Distilleries, who became the 

library's most generous benefactor when, in November 1905, he offered to 

present the city with a new library building at a cost of $10,000 if the city 

would provide a site, the only condition being that City Council agree to 
* o

maintain it.^ Mr. Corby explained that he and his wife had been wanting to 

give substantial assistance to some Belleville institution and decided to 

select one that was open to all, and conferred benefits on all. They had 

noticed that the Belleville Public Library was not only doing good work, but 

was becoming more and more a public necessity, and yet it was hampered by 

insufficient accommodation and unattractive surroundings. Therefore, they 

decided to donate $10,OGO for the erection of a suitable building. A Toronto 

architect, F.H. Herbert, had offered to furnish plans and specifications for 

the library. '

At their meeting on November 27, 1905, City Council gratefully 
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acceotec Hr. Corby's offer, despite the reservations of some people who thought 

it would cost the city a large amount to maintain such a library. The Mayor, 

however, felt it would not cost any more for maintenance than the present 

building, and they would be saving the $400 annual rent they now paid.

At the inaugural meeting of City Council in January 1905,01 a 

committee was appointed to secure a proper site for the new Public Library 
~2building, and at the March 19 Council meeting/ this committee was authorized 

to purcaase the piece of property they had selected on Campbell Street, for $700. 

The new building was never constructed. Instead, Mr. Corby bought 

the .Merchants' Sank building at the corner of Pinnacle and Campbell Streets, for 

$6,000. r.H. Herbert was retained as the architect for the alterations to the 

bank building. When questioned about the site which had been selected for a 

new building, the Mayor explained that the city had not actually purchased it. 

"The arrangements for its purchase were all made, but the deal fell through." 

A newspaper report in September 1907 promised readers that the new library would 

be "ornate and complete." Total cost to Mr. Corby would be $22,000 when 
54 renovations were completed.

The main topic of discussion at the inaugural meeting of City 

Council in January 1903 was acceptance of Mr. Corby's gift of the library 
55building. As matters stood, Council could only legislate for the current year 

the funds necessary for the library's maintenance. Both the Mayor and Hr. Corby 

wanted a by-law passed which would provide, for all time, for funds for proper 

library maintenance. Some councillors were hesitant about accepting Mr. Corby's 

gift before such a by-law was passed, because they would be committing themselves 

to its maintenance. However, it was finally decided that City Council would 

officially take over the library on January 20, 1902, and that citizens would be 

invited to attend the opening ceremonies at the library.

The Baily Intelligencer, January 21, 1908" reported at great 
length on tne festivities when the Corby Public Library was handed over to 
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the city. The reporter described in detail the four floors of the building, 

from the basement furnace room to the librarian's apartment on the top floor, 

but devoted most of his description to the main floor, with its mosaic floor, 

marble pillars, fireplace, carved oak desk and staircase, and magnificent 

stained glass window depicting William Shakespeare. Three reading rooms on .the 

second floor, including one for children, provided seating for 125 people. $7

All ciiairs were occupied, many people were standing, and a large 

number were unable to get in, by 3 p.m. on January 20, when the guests of 

honour arrived. In addition to the Corbys and the architect, F.H. Herbert, 

they included former Prime Minister Sir Mackenzie Sowell, who had been a 

founding member of the Mechanics' Institute, and Thomas Ritchie, also a 

founder and its first President in 1376, Speeches reflecting on the thirty

year history of the library were given by Harry Corby, Thomas Ritchie, 

Mackenzie Cowell, and others, and the gathering ended with congratulations 

and hearty cheers for Mr. and Mrs. Corby, 
co 

The annual report of January 1903 said that 1907 had been the 

most successful year in the history of the Library. The library now had 

2,540 members, and a collection of 7,231 volumes. With growing public interest 

in the library, secure financial support from municipal funds, and the 

library housed in a magnificent new building, the prospects for the future 

were brighter than ever. The Belleville Public Library was firmly set on the 

course of its twentieth century development.
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were Hamilton ($8159.07) and Toronto ($6131.18), but Port Hope, in third 
place, was only 61 cents ahead of Belleville, with a net income of $1382.69. 
However, in terms of membership, Belleville, with 241 members, was sixth, 
behind Hamilton (1006), Toronto (1004), London (376), Woodstock (297), 
and Peterborough (251). These statistics do not list "equipment", but 
Belleville ranked 40th for volumes in the library, 6th for volumes issued, 
31st for expenditure for books, 4th for expenditure for classes, and 16th 
for expenditure for reading rooms.
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"Belleville Mechanics' Institute : annual meeting." Daily Intelligencer, 
May 12, 1880, p. 3.

1/ "Evening classes" [Advertisement]. Daily Intelligencer, Oct. 16, 1879, p. 2. 
The advertisement listed English branches, Mechanical drawing, Phonography, 
French, and German.

18 "Mechanics' Institute." Daily Intelligencer, May 11, 1881, p. 3.
19 "City and vicinity" column. Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 12, 1882,’ p. 3.
20 "City and vicinity" column. Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 19, 1882, p. 3.
21 Daily Intelligencer, May 22, 1883, p. 1.
22 Advertisement. Daily Intelligencer, May 17-22, 1882.
23 "Oscar Wilde : his lecture on 'Decorative art'." Daily Intelligencer, 

May 25, 1882, p. 2.
24 "Mechanics' Institute : synopsis of the year's doings." Daily Intelligencer, 

May 22, 1883, p. 1.
25 Belleville Mechanics' Institute and Library Association. Alphabetical and 

classified catalogue of books in the library. Belleville : Printed at the 
Daily Intelligencer Office, 1883. Archives of Ontario, MU 2019, Mechanics' 
Institutes--Various. This is a 52-page booklet, about 3" x 5", listing 
the books in seven broad subject areas : History, pp. 3-10; Art, Science, 
Philosophy, Natural History and Mechanics, pp. 11-17; Travels, pp. 18-22; 
Biography, pp. 23-25; General Literature, pp. 26-35; Poetry, p. 36; Fiction, 
pp. 37-51. The catalogue listed books in each subject by author and by 
significant words in the title, being, in effect, a KWIC index to the 
collection. For example, Item 375 appears three times, as:

Leagues, 20000 Under the Sea. . . Jules Verne 
Sea, 20000 Leagues Under the. . . Jules Verne 
Verne's 20000 Leagues Under the Sea

" Mechanics' Institute : the annual meeting." Daily Intelligencer, May 14, 
1884, p. 3.

27 "Mechanics Institute : annual meeting." Daily Intelligencer, May 3, 1887, p. 3.
28 "Belleville Mechanics' Institute : the annual meeting." Daily Intelligencer, 

May 9, 1888, p. 3.
29 Composition and Grammar, Bookkeeping, Arithmetic, and Writing were taught in 

1888/89, Shorthand was added the following year, and Typewriting in 1891/92. 
(Ontario Sessional Papers, v. 23, pt. 2, no. 4, 1891, p. 294; v. 24, pt. 2, 
no. 11, 1892, p. 234; and v. 25, pt. 1, no. 3,, 1893, p. 233.)

30 "Mechanics Institute : annual meeting." Daily Ontario, May 8, 1890, p. 4.
Again, statistics printed in the Ontario Sessional Papers, v. 23, pt. 2, no. 4, 
1891, reveal that the newspaper was slightly inaccurate. In terms of total 
receipts, Belleville, fourth, with $1311.18, was "second to one east of 
Toronto" (Brookville, with $1984.00), and behind London ($23677 25) and 
Chapleau ($1318.95). Belleville was 13th out of 193 Institutes for number 
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of members. Though Belleville was 23rd in number of volumes in the library, 
it was 4th in number of volumes circulated. However, by then, Toronto, 
Hamilton, and seven others had become free public libraries, and appeared in 
a separate table in this report. Most of these nine free libraries were 
ahead of Belleville in all respects.

"Annual meeting." Daily Intelligencer, May 11, 1892, p. 4.
32 Editorial, and "The Mechanics Institute and Christian Association" [letter]. 

Sally Intelligencer, April 15, 1893, p. 2.
33 "Belleville Public Library : annual meeting and appointment of new directors." 

Daily Ontario, May 15, 1895, p. 4. S.P. May's report, Ontario Sessional 
Papers, v. 29, pt. 1, no. 1, Appendix L, p. 280, says that under this "Act 
respecting Public Libraries", the name "Mechanics' Institute" was changed to 
"Public Library", and that by this Act, Directors of any Mechanics' Institute 
could transfer the property of a Mechanics' Institute to the municipal 
corporation on condition that the Public Library be free. However, in 
Belleville there was still no support from municipal public funds, except 
for the annual $200 grant from the City, and a membership fee of $2.00 was 
still required.

34 Advertisement. Daily Ontario, Oct. 23, 1895, p. 1. Reports in the Daily 
Ontario, Oct. 23, p. 5, and Oct. 25, p. 4, provide an entertaining descrip
tion of the variety of amusements at the Cosmorama.

35 "The Public Library" [letter]. Daily Intelligencer, Nov. 2, 1895, p. 3.
Of

There was a reduction in the provincial grant as early as 1884/85, 
when it was reduced from $400 to $300, and to $250 in the following year, 
according to statistics for receipts shown in the Ontario Sessional 
Papers, v. 11, 1879 to v. 41, 1908, and quoted in the statistical charts 
in Appendix II at the end of this paper. By the year ending April 1896, 
the Provincial grant had fallen to $241.00.

37 Editorial. Daily Intelligencer, Sept. 14, 1896, p. 2. Unfortunately, no 
report could be found of the Directors' meeting held, presumably, during 
the week of Sept. 8-12.

38 "Gilbert Parker and the Public Library" [letter from W.N. Ponton]. Daily 
Intelligencer, Sept. 19, 1896, p. 2.

39 "The Public Library" [letter, signed Thos. Ritchie]. Daily Intelligencer, 
Oct. 1, 1896.

40 "Mechanics' Institute [sic] : annual meeting and election of officers last 
evening." Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 24, 1900, p. 4.

41 "Canada for Canadians." Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 15, 1901, p. 3.
42 "The Angel of peace." Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 22, 1901, p. 3.
43 "Civic committees met last night : aidermen decided to grant the prayer of 

the Public Library petition." Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 24, 1903, p. 7.
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"Annual meeting of the Public Library." Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 12, 1904, 
p. 7. This report shows major sources of income in 1904 as : Grant from 
City, $800.00; Grant from Ontario Government, $175.00; and Donation from 
Sir Gilbert Parker, $100.00.'

45 "Annual meeting of the Public Library." Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 10, 1905, p. 7.

"Civic committees hold first meeting : Public Library asks for larger grant, 
and City Fathers decide to give it." Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 21, 1905, p. 7.

47 "Public Library notes" [Report of March 24 meeting of Board of Directors]. 
Daily Intelligencer, March 27, 1905, p. 7.

40
"Mr. H. Corby will present city with new Public Library." Daily Intelligencer, 
Nov. 17, 1905, p. 7.

F.H. Herbert's blueprints for the "Corby Free Public Library" are preserved 
in the Canadiana Room of the Belleville Public Library.

SO "Mr. H. Corby's offer gratefully accepted by the City Council." Daily 
Intelligencer, Nov. 28, 1905, p. 7.

a i Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 8, 1906, p. 7.
52 Daily Intelligencer, March 20, 1905, p. 7. This amount, along with the 

regular annual grant of $1,000 to the library, was included in the city 
estimates passed by Council on April 3, 1906. See "Council passed the 
estimates", Daily Intelligencer, April 4, 1906, p. 3.

53 "Mr. Corby buys the old bank building." Daily Intelligencer, July 28, 
1906, p. 5.

54 "New library will be ornate and complete." Daily Intelligencer, Sept. 28, 
1907, p. 7.

55■ "Inaugural meeting of City Council . . . Corby Library to be taken over next 
Monday." Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 13, 1908, p. 7.

56 "Corby Public Library was handed over to the city last night by the donor." 
Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 21, 1908, p. 3.

57 Ontario Sessional Papers, v. 41, pt. 5, no. 12, 1909, pp. 163-169, includes 
a description of the new library, with photographs of exterior and interior 
ground floor, as well as the floor plans of all four floors.

co

"Annual meeting of Public Library held yesterday afternoon : reports showed 
excellent state of affairs." Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 14, 1908, p. 2.
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classified catalogue of books in the library. Belleville : Printed at the 
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S.P. May, Super intenoent of Educational Museum and Library).



21
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Appendix I

Annual meetings of the Soards of Directors of the Mechanics' 
Institute and the Public Library were usually reported in great 
detail in the newspapers, with text and statistics of annual reports 
included. Newspaper sources were available for the following 
annual reports (* indicates a fairly long report which included 
stat istics):

* 1877. Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 15, 1878, p.3.
* 1377/73 
* 1873/79 
* 13 79/30 
* 1330/81

1831 / 32 
* 1832/33 
* 1883/34 
* 1885/85 
* 1336/37

Daily Intelligencer, .May 13, 1373, p. 2.
Daily Ontario, May 14, 1879
Daily Intelligencer, May 12, 1330, p.3.
Daily Intelligencer, May 11, 1331, p.3.
Daily Intelligencer, May 17, 1332, p.3.
Daily Intelligencer, May 22, 1883, p.1.
Daily Intelligencer, May 14, 1384, p.3.
Weekly Intelligencer, May 5, 1386, p. 3.
Daily Intelligencer, May 3, 1887, p.3.

* 1837/38
1833/39 

* 1889/90 
1890/91 
1891/92 
1894/95 
1397/93 
1399.
1900.

* 190 3
* 190 4.
* 1905.
* 1906.
* 1907.

Daily Intelligencer, May 9, 1383, p.3
Daily Intelligencer, May 15, 1389, p.3.
Daily Ontario, May 3, 1390, p.4.
Daily Intelligencer, May 7, 1391, p.3.
Daily Intelligencer, May 11, 1892, p.4.
Daily Ontario, May 15, 1895, p.4.
Daily Intelligencer, .lay 10, 1393, p.1.

Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 24, 1900, p.4.
Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 15, 1901, p.3., 
Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 12, 1904, p.7.
Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 10, 1905, p.7.
Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 9, 1906, p.7.
■Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 29, 1907, p.3.
Daily Intelligencer, Jan. 14, 1908, p.2.

and Jan. 22 ,1 901



Appendix 11 : Statistics, 1851-1908

Statistics No. of NO. of Circulation No . of Classes , No. of
for the year members Volumes in / Pupils Lectures
ending: Library Given

1851 4

1852-1857 : (presumably Belleville continued to receive $200 each year.) a)

Nov. 1857 100 approx,

1858

1861

1871

Jan. 1878 b 241 913 5,930 4 / 55 pupils 7

Apr. 1878 906 2.505 (Jan-Apr) 6

Apr. 1879 247 923 5,724

Apr. 1880 505 1,053 8,418 3 / 52 pupils

Apr. 1831 352 1,008 6,379 2 / 14 pupils 1

Apr. 1882 216 1,184 1,953 2 / 24 pupils

Apr. 1883 164 1,428 2,505 3

Apr. 1884 173 1,587 3,164 0

Apr. 1885 160 1,818 3,638 0

Apr. 1886 186 2,042 3,638 0

Apr. 1887 243 2,285 7,113 0

Apr. 1888 317 2,485 8,669 4 7 34 pupils d 1

Apr. 1889 301 2,860 7,880 4 / 33 pupils

Apr. 1890 242 3,118 8,655 6 / 22 pupils

Apr. 1891 245 3,382 9,656 : 5 / 36 pupils

Apr. 1892 167 3,645’ 9,108 i 0 / 20 pupils

Apr. 1893 140 3,540 5,431 i6 7 36 pupils

a Information for the years 1851-1858 is from
May, S.P. "Brief historical sketch of public libraries in Ontario. . . 0

b Statistics for 1878-1907 have been compiled from newspaper reports, and from reports
on mechanics' institutes and libraries, in the Ontario Sessional Papers, V. 11, 
1879 to 4. 41, 1908. Blank spaces indicate no information available, in cases of 
discreoancy, figures in the Sessional Papers were taken as more accurate.

Total
Receipts

Included in 
Provincial 
Govt, grant

Total Receipts 
flume i pa 1 
Grant

Population '■ 
of

Belleville

President of 
doard

Librarian

$200.00 0 4.569

$200.00 0

$200.00 0 _Ui 11 lam Tilley

None given 0

6,277
-

7,305

$1332.59 $400.00 0 Thomas Ritchie Oavid C. Ferguson

$657.60 (Jan-Apr) $400.00 Thomas Ritchie David C. Ferguson

$1171.43 $400.00 Thomas Ritchie

$1796.79 5400.30 $150.30 Rev. M.U. i-laclean

$2535.30 $400.00 9,516 Rev. M.u. Maclean

$1380.23 $400.00 $200.00 Rev. M.U. Maclean

$2239.29 $400.00 $200.00 Rev. M.u. Maclean Josepn Maiden

$1718.63 $400.00 $200.00 Rev. M.U. Maclean

$1696.38 $300.00 $200.00 Rev. M.U. Maclean

$1329.43 $250.00 $100.00 J. Lyons Biggar

$1461.35 $250.00 $200.00 J. Lyons Biggar Mr. Rob 1 in

$1319.32

$1607.17

$387.00

$333.00

0

$200.00

W.H. Ponton

C. Bogart

“Alex Walker (temp.
__replacement, for . 

Mr. Robi in)

$1311.18 $330.00 0 William Tennant Miss 3rodie

$1238.54 $316.00 $200.00 9.916 Ui 11 lam Tennant

$1240.73 $332.00 $300.00 william Tennant

. $1661.12 $286.00 0 William Tennant

c Population figures are from the Census of Canada, 1851 to 1901.

d Beginning this year, classes were held in connection with Ontario Business College.



Statistics 
for the year 
ending:

HO. Of 
members

NO. Of
Volumes in
L ibrary

Circulation No. of Classes
/ Pupils

No. of 
Lectures 
Given

Apr. 1894 211 4,325 9,596 3 / 16 pupils

Apr. 1895 181 3,298 3,234 3 / 8 pupils
--------------------——

Apr. 1896 189 3,348 8,920 0 e

Apr. 1897 216 3,569 8,794 0

Apr. 1898 200 3,536 2,800 f 0

Apr. 1899 157 3,893 9,250 0

Dec. 1899 144 4,159 6,396 0
(8 months)

Dec. 1900 151 4.164 7.340 0

Dec.. 1901 134 4,484 7,314 0

Dec.. 1902 986 4,960 17,726 --

Dec.. 1903 1,463 5,440 25,569 --

Dec.. 1904 1,803 5,634 34,467 —

Dec.. 1905 1.970 6,185 33,797 --

Dec.. 1906 2,366 6,714 35,262 —

Dec . 1907 । 2,639 7,342
j 33,202 9

I —

9 All books were called in on Bec. 7, 1907, to be moved to the new building.

Total
Receipts

Included in 
Provincial 
Govt, grant

Total Receipts 
Municipal 
Grant

Population 
of 

Belleville

President of 
Soard

Librarian

53444.16

12265.13

52067.95 5241.20 $100.00

51409.54

51903.99

51997.40

51416.11
(3 months)

52312.09 Thomas Ritchie

51169.17 5100.00 $ 100.00 9,117 Aev. M.U. .‘laclean

51151.15 52OO.CO $200.00

51493.23 $175.00 $300.00 -.0. Luton Alex R. ‘Walker

51291.61 $150.65 $300.30 -’.0.3. Flint Alex R. Da Iker

51545.30 $214.59 $1000.00 0.0.3. Flint Alex R. Walker

51575.93 $250.00 $1000.00 Jenn Williams Alex R. ilalker

$1698.16 $250.00 51000.00 John Ui 11iams Ai ex R. Walker

When Mechanics* Institutes became Public Libraries by the “Act respecting Public 
Libraries", Hay 1895, almost all libraries, including Belleville, discontinued 
their classes. Belleville was among the 32 mechanics' institutes offering classes 
in the year ending April 1895. The next year, only 6 libraries had classes, and 
the number declined rapidly. Statistics for 1902 and after do not show classes.

f This figure is probably a misprint, but is the number given in the Ontario 

Sessional Papers, v. 31, pt. 1, no. 2, 1899, Table A., p. 131.


