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   DOES DESERONTO HAVE A FUTURE? 

 

   The town of Deseronto, in the 19
th

 century, contained an industrial complex owned and 

operated by the Rathbun family that was a model of its kind. It extended along the 

waterfront for a distance of two miles. Unfortunately, there is only one building 

remaining that dates from the Rathbun era, and that is the Deseronto flea market on the 

waterfront. 

   In 1885, after the Rathbun Company acquired the Napanee, Tamworth and Quebec 

Railway (NTQR) a group of civic officials from the townships of Hungerford and Elzevir 

were invited to take the train from Tamworth to Napanee for a meeting with directors of 

the NTQR and “many of the leading citizens of Napanee.” This visitation took place as 

scheduled on Monday, Oct. 5
th

, but that same evening information was received at 

Deseronto stating that the visitors wanted to tour the Rathbun mills and factories before 

returning to their respective townships, and they proposed to do this the following 

morning. 

   The group of  twenty visitors arrived at Deseronto as scheduled on board the Gipsy 

which was generously made available to them by the Messrs. Rathbun. As they 

disembarked from the steamer, they were greeted by the Reeve, Dr. John Newton,  the 

councillors for Deseronto, and other citizens. The visitors and their hosts then boarded a 

Bay of Quinte Railway coach and were transported to the east end station where they 

listened to a short address from Reeve Newton as he welcomed them on behalf of the 

residents of Deseronto, adding that “ [we] hope you will see amongst our varied interests 

something that will interest you, [which] we feel not ashamed to show you. What we 

have at present, we ask you to consider it the germ from which the ‘City of Deseronto’is 

going to spring.” The confidence with which this latter statement was made is noteworthy 

because the City of Deseronto never actually materialized. 

   The visitors and their hosts then went on to tour the flour mills, the refuse boilers, and 

the chemical works, where Edward C. French (husband of Hugo Burghardt Rathbun’s 

youngest daughter Louise) served as superintendent. He “briefly explained the method of 

converting sawdust into illuminating gas, and unfolded some of the mysteries of wood 

distillation by which wood alcohol, pyrolignous acid, tar and . . . other products may be 

evolved from wood refuse. A bottle of pure vinegar, one of the products, was passed 

around, tasted by each and pronounced excellent. [Then] Mr. Aylsworth passed the bottle 

to one gentleman with a significant look, as much to say it was ‘mountain dew.’ The 

unsuspecting stranger took a big pull at the bottle to find to his disgust, that it was only 

double proof white wine vinegar, while a loud laugh went up at his expense.”  

   The visitors next visited the cedar mill where the work of producing railway ties, fence 

posts, and shingles was in progress. 

   Later, after an elegant lunch at the Empress Hotel, they boarded carriages to visit the 

four new churches, the public schools, the beautiful grounds and gardens of H. B. 

Rathbun, the Mohawk Church, the sash and door factory, the machine shops, and the Big 

Mill. Finally, at the conclusion of their tour of inspection, all united in saying that they 

“were amply repaid by their visit to Deseronto.”They then boarded the steamer, and, as it 

made its departure for Napanee, the visitors assembled on deck to give three hearty 

cheers for the Council and people of Deseronto. 
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   Of all the industries mentioned above, one of the most unusual was the chemical works. 

It began as an attempt to make use of the huge piles of worthless sawdust that were a by-

product of the Big Mill and the cedar mill, using a process that was developed by two 

Bavarian professors in 1851 that allowed them to extract gas from wood for the purpose 

of illumination. Obviously, the process of turning sawdust into gas, later known as 

“sawdust gas,” for the production of light, did not originate with the Rathbun Company, 

but it probably required some adaptation before it could be employed by the chemical 

works. 

   George Walker, an employee of the chemical works, wrote an article for an American 

publication, The Manufacturer and Builder, the June, 1884, issue, in which he extolled 

the merits of illuminating gas derived from sawdust over coal gas and water gas. It was 

his opinion that sawdust gas “possesses all the qualifications of both coal and water gas 

as a means of producing light, heat and power, and is free from the sulphur and ammonia 

compounds that render the two last named gases so troublesome.”  

   He went on to conclude that “The above statements . . . have been demonstrated with a 

bench of five retorts, [and] would seem to settle the question as to whether gas can be 

produced cheaply enough to make it available for all household purposes, but also to 

provide for the utilization of the vast accumulations of sawdust which [have] so long 

been a nuisance to the sawmill operator.” This innovative experimentation exemplified 

the Rathbun Company’s policy of leaving nothing behind as waste when it could be 

utilized. From the beginning, they had a policy of hiring the most intelligent, well-

qualified mechanics, and George Walker, for example, was granted four different patents, 

one in 1882, and three in 1883, for improved processes that he developed relating to the 

production of gas at the chemical works in Deseronto. 

   In 1890, a party of three distinguished visitors arrived in Deseronto to spend three days 

inspecting the chemical works: they were Messrs. Anselmo Moraga, mechanical 

engineer, of Cia Huanchaca de Bolivia, S. A., P. P. Inglis of Valparaiso, Chile, and Mr. 

W. G. Sharp, of Cleveland, Ohio, the latter gentleman having just recently returned from 

a tour of Chile. These men spent their time “carefully inspecting the methods of charcoal 

burning and wood distillation” as they were carried out at the chemical works. Messrs. 

Moraga and Inglis had been directed by the government of Chile to inspect the chemical 

industries in both the United States and Canada, and they had spent the past two years 

doing that and purchasing $1,000,000 worth of mining machinery on behalf of the 

Chilean authorities. After their thorough examination of the Rathbun Company’s 

chemical works, they declared them to be “the finest of the kind on the continent.” [The 

Tribune: Aug. 15, 1890] 

   The man responsible for the great strides made by the Rathbun Company during this 

period was, of course, Edward Wilkes Rathbun, who joined his father’s company in 

1861, at the age of 19, and who became president and general manager in 1883 when the 

“Rathbun Company” evolved from “H. B. Rathbun & Son” and was granted its charter. 

He was elected Mayor in 1889 when the town of Deseronto was incorporated and was re-

elected every year thereafter, until, after a period of poor health, he died in November, 

1903. In addition to serving as the Rathbun Company’s chief executive officer, he served 

as president of the Bay of Quinte Railway, president of the Deseronto Navigation 

Company, as senior partner of E. W. Rathbun & Co., Oswego, N. Y., as president of the 
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Canadian Portland Cement Company, and as vice-president of the Boiler Inspection and 

Insurance Company, “the only business of its kind in Canada.” 

   Moreover, in 1897, he was appointed to the Royal Commission established by the 

government of Ontario whose task it was “to investigate and report upon the subject of 

restoring and preserving the growth of white pine and other timber in the province.”He 

was one of the governors of the school of mining at Queen’s University in Kingston, and 

served as a trustee of that institution as well; his last function in that capacity was to 

make a short speech there on the occasion of the opening of the new arts building in 

1903, not long before his death. 

   He was an intelligent, religious, well-travelled, and well-read man who had his own 

personal library, and, like his brother Frederick, he took great pleasure in reading. 

Deseronto’s newspaper at the time, The Tribune, also owned by the Rathbun Company. 

E. W. Rathbun was  president of the Deseronto Branch of the Upper Canadian Bible 

Society, and had served in that capacity since the date of its inception. In his obituary, it 

was observed that “A history of Deseronto without E. W. Rathbun as the central, moving 

figure would be an anomaly,” and that “To Mr. Rathbun’s business acumen and far-

sightedness is due the upbuilding of the town.” 

   The town of Deseronto’s tragedy is that it has never had a Mayor of his calibre since. 

Indeed, subsequent councils, for the most part, appear to have spent most of their time 

dismantling every vestige and reminder of the Rathbuns and their accomplishments, with 

the exception of the establishment of Rathbun Memorial Park, behind the town hall, 

but you will look in vain for a historical plaque that might inform visitors to the town 

who the Rathbuns were and what they achieved.  

   Having no vision of their own, the present council, for instance, recently changed the 

zoning for the flea market, so that the owner can raze the building and put up a row of 

townhouses. This building once served as the drying kilns for the millions of board feet 

of lumber produced at the Big Mill and then shipped around the world. It is constructed 

of lumber milled at the Big Mill and of brick produced at the terra cotta works that once 

flourished at the east end of Deseronto. It is, deplorably, the solitary reminder of 

Deseronto’s industrial history. 

    James Eadie, a local historian from Napanee, in the Dictionary of Canadian 

Biography, described Deseronto as a “classic company town,” but as I have shown, in 

reference to the chemical works, it was a decided exception to the rule because of the 

advanced nature, the complexity and diversity of its various operations, all of which 

evolved out of what began as a lumber and grist mill in 1849.    

   The present town council has devoted itself to its favourite buzz word, “revitalization,” 

and clearly does not understand that until the Culbertson tract dispute is resolved 

satisfactorily, any attempt at revitalization is doomed. Also, any town of stature must be 

able to offer residents a wide range of employment, including a suitable mix of 

manufacturing and high-tech development, if it is to attract the sort of citizens that will 

ensure growth and prosperity in future. Cosmetic changes will not suffice.  

   By failing to exploit and promote the achievements of its industrial past, the present 

council is ensuring that the town is going nowhere, and “Where there is no vision, the 

people perish.”                

 

     


