
Women of Yesterday
The Lives of Women in Hastings County 

from Pioneer Times to the 20th Century
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Loyalists and the 
Pioneer Experience

The beginning of Belleville dates back to the 1780s. The first Loyalist 
settlers arrived at Adolphustown, Prince Edward County on June 16, 
1784. Soon land was granted along the Bay of Quinte to families 
making a new home in Canada with limited resources and belongings.

Loyalist landing - Oil painting by the late Rev. Bowen Squire.
Mika Collection
HCHS

“Hominy Block”
Oil painting by the late Rev. Bowen Squire

Cracking com to make coarse meal
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Settlers had to be self-sufficient due to the isolation of their homes.
There were times when neighbours shared tasks to ensure a community's 
survival. Clearing land, erecting homes and bams, and providing 
teachers were all part of a system of mutual dependence. Midwives for 
childbirth were another important necessity for a community, especially 
if doctors were a great distance away.

Homespun clothing and bedding, along 
with food preservation, were all tasks 
accomplished by the women of the family.

Churning butter in the homestead

Settlers kept at least one dairy cow 
so they would have milk to drink 
and butter for bread.
HO 1625
Hastings Cooney Historical Society Collection

“Bringing Home the Heifer”
Oil painting by the late Rev. Bowen Squire

Cattle went out to forage for food daily



Margaret Simpson (b. 1750s)
Margaret came to Canada from Scotland with her husband John Russell 
and their family in 1791. Unfortunately, John died shortly after their 
arrival at Fredericksburgh, leaving her a widow with young children.

In 1793, widow Margaret Russell married a widower James Simpson 
from Emesttown. The couple moved their family to Thurlow Township 
in 1797, where they opened the first public house (tavern) in the area. 
After the death of her husband in 1802, Margaret Simpson became the 
first woman to be granted a tavern license.

Susanna and her husband J.W. Dunbar Moodie 
with her niece in front of Moodie Cottage ca, 1860.
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Susanna Moodie (1803-1885)
Emigration in the 1830s was usually a matter of necessity with settlers 
coming from working class and affluent families. Letters from relatives 
and friends encouraged newcomers to settle in the Quinte area.

Two of Canada’s most important 19th century writers, Susanna Moodie 
and her sister Catharine Parr Traill wrote about their experiences in 
Canada. They immigrated with their Scottish husbands in 1832.



Mary Breakenridge (1792-1871)
Mary Warren Baldwin was just 7 years old when her father emigrated to 
Canada from Ireland and settled at York in 1799. As a girl, Mary 
experienced the hard life of a pioneer on her father's farm.

Mary Baldwin married a law student John Breakenridge in 1816. The 
couple moved to Belleville where Mary later experienced a more genteel 
life of a socialite.

John Breakenridge died in 1828 and the widow used family influence to 
provide for her children.

Mrs. Breakenridge and Mrs. Murney with eight daughters
Stereoscope card ca. 1860

Mrs. Breakenridge (seated) and Mrs. Murney (seated)
Back row: Mrs. Ridley, Mrs. McLeod, Mrs. Falkiner (?)
Seated on ground: Nina, Maria, Isabel and Nellie Murney
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Influences on 
their Community

Changing Roles of Women
With rare exceptions, women of the 19th century were dependent, first on 
their families, and then on their husbands with marriage.

In the early 19th century, affluent women grouped together for charitable 
and religious purposes to help the needy. They worked for their churches 
through ladies' auxiliaries.

View of Marchmont Home, ca. 1905

Marchmont
Dhrnfeuf im, •Wiw, Ontario

1S70-1925

from “Belleville Ontario” souvenir book
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James S. Gilchrist

Two local couples
(L) Mr. & Mrs. Samuel Wilmot 
and (R) Mr. & Mrs. Hannaford
Stereoscope card view ca. 1160
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Education
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Ad in Weekly Intelligencer, 1876
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SECOND BOOK
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This book belonged to 
Bella C. Falconer, 
Belleville, Ontario

WANTED!
SCHOOL Teacher fur Section No. 10 in 
the Sixth eoiu-cMiuii of HunRurfucd.

JOB. GUTLAND, f 
THOMAS FINN, > Trntlu 
THOB FLEMING,)

llungerfurd M.tn l> Oth IRM-

The education of girls saw some major changes.
They could attend grammar school and not be required 
to take Latin and Greek. They could attend the
Alexandra College for ladies, part of Albert College, to earn their 
Mistress in English Literature or a Mistress in Liberal Arts.

Belleville Grammar School ca. 1869
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Belleville Ontario souvenir booklet, ca. 1905. 
Inside cover is an inscription:

“Wishing Myrtle every success and 
many pleasant remembrances of the 
O.B.C. from her friend”

Tillie
HC-B-3064

Ontario Business College
Established 1865

A Group of Students at Ontario Business College, Belleville, Ont.

The Belleville Business College, Limited, Belleville, Ont, 
SHORTHAND DEPARTMENT. MARCH 10,

St. Agnes School for Girls
This school was converted from
Billa Flint’s villa after he died in 1894.

Belleville Business College

School for the Deaf (Sir James Whitney)
The official opening of a school for the deaf in 
Belleville was on October 20, 1870.

The Official Programme, 17* Annual Convention 
of the Ontario Christian Endeavor Union, 
Belleville, October 10-12, 1905.
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Occupations

By joining together, women experienced the power of collective action 
and the joys of sisterhood.

Clerks in the General and Ladies Furnishing
Department of Jonas Bargman & Co., ca. 1911

This store was located at 474-476 Front Street (McNabb Towers site today)
HCV4M5
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Kimball's Belleville Directory, 1884-1885

Belleville Business Directory, Page 115, under “Millinery”
Miss J.B. Mackenzie, East Pinnacle

Page 116, under “Music Teachers”
Miss Bessie O'Carronn, east Octavia above Bridge West
Miss Mary Russell, North Dundas near Front St.
Mme S. Tourgis, George near Forin

Advertisement p. 87, under "Ornamental Hair Work”
Mrs. S. Tugnett, cast Front above Bridge
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Single women could teach school and be domestic servants, although 
they had to quit work if they married.

Married women could run shops and small businesses, or take in 
domestic work like laundry. Millinery and dressmaking were two 
occupations that any community needed.

Many women struggled to make ends meet if they were single, widowed 
or had been deserted by their husbands.

Gilbert Horatio Winsor 
and Christine M. Irwin
This couple were both teachers 
who married in 1914.
HC0 464O
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Health & Welfare

Mary Ella Holden (1832-1859)
Threats to women's health included childbirth, and diseases like 
consumption (TB) and influenza (epidemics).

Image from Wm. Sawyer’s portrait, 
painted along with her husband in 1855, 
on the occasion of their marriage.

CLEMENT SISTERS OF BELLEVILLE
Front: Dr. & Mrs Rufus Holden, Hon. & Mrs. Bi I la Flint 
Rear: Mr. & Mrs. Harrison, Mr, & Mrs. Nathan Jones, Mr. & 
Mrs. Ezra Holton
HCM4II
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Mary Ella Smith (1832-1859) married James Clement Holden in 1855.
After a very brief married life, Ella died of consumption on 
October 2, 1859. She was just 27 years old.



First Hospital and Home for the Aged
Mrs. Harriet Jacques, wife of the principal of Albert College, 
appealed to the women of Belleville to unite and form an 
organization to help the needy.

The Women's Christian Association was formed on November 18, 
1879, with Mrs. Jacques as President. When the W.C.A. registered 
their charter at Toronto on June 2, 1880, there were 80 members.
The charter gave the organization the power to build a hospital and 
home for the needy.

Mrs. Jane C. Jones, the wife of a prominent businessman, Nathan Jones, 
was elected President after the death of Mrs. Jacques in April of 1880.

Despite criticism and lack of support from city officials, the press, and 
local citizens, the W.C.A. overcame all obstacles to reach their goal.

On July 20, 1886, the new building was officially opened.

Home for the aged and a new hospital building

Mika Collection
Battings County Historical Society Collection
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Sports & Leisure 
Time

The Bay of Quinte is a long and narrow body of water with many bays, inlets 
and coves. Water was used commercially to transport cargo and passengers as 
well as for recreational sailing and racing.

Leisurely canoe ride, ca. 1910-1915
HC# 9563 
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Minute book of the Belleville 
Ladies Bowling Club

1920 BHS girls basketball team
HC» 4605 and 4606
Hastings County Htooncal Society CoUcctno

Hastings County Historical Society Collection

During the 1880s, Belleville was bicycle crazy and many racing events took 
place in the region. Women enjoyed the pastime of bicycling and they even 
had a modified skirt to allow freedom of movement.

Couple with bicycles and 
wearing boater hats, ca. 1890s
HC4M27
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!>•

i



Leona Kathleen Riggs (1903-1994)
Leona Riggs was bom into a family of professional musicians. Her 
grandfather, W.B. Riggs, came to Belleville in 1881 to be bandmaster 
of the Oddfellows Band. Leona's father, Leo B. Riggs, was an 
accomplished pianist and organist, who started playing piano at age 4.

Leona gave music lessons from her family home at 21 Queen Street in 
the late 1920s. She was also choir director for John Street Church 
(1933-fire in 1936) and at Bridge Street Church (1937-1951).

Leona Riggs was a driving force behind the Community Concert 
Association, a supporter of the performing arts and a key member of a 
citizens group formed to establish a Ballet School in Belleville.

Leona's legacy continues today with educational scholarships and 
support for the Arts.

Image of a young Leona about 5 years old
Rigg* Collection
Hastings County Historical Sac «ty Collection

Leona Riggs with her mother Mabel Kathleen (DeGucrrc) Riggs. 
Mabel Riggs was a graduate of the Toronto Conservatory and 
a professional vocalist who taught voice at the old Albert College. 
Kiggt Collection
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Dressed for the
Photographer

Nineteenth century history comes alive with the first era that could 
be recorded photographically. Images of ordinary people and 
family portraits provide clues to the past and fashions of the day.

1. H. FORD BELLEVILLE,

Choices
The Daily Intelligencer, Tuesday February 25,1890, had an article with 
wonderful insight on w omen’s issues and changing ideas on their role in 
society. The original article appeared in the Atlanta, Georgia newspaper, the 
Conatituiion, wand was reprinted in Belleville’s newspaper. Below are 
excerpts from this article.

A WOMAN'S SOUND PLEA

MRS. DR. FELTON'S VIEWS ON WOMEN 
AS WAGE EARNERS

“In my opinion the day will come when women will be experts in the 
healing art, and draw the pay proportionate to the service.”

[on store clerks] “If women must work they should be paid for it... 
when they are pressed into service by hunger and want, do, for pity's 
sake, stop twaddling about their place at home, and check the sneers that 
make the duty harder and the work more unpalatable.” 

“This thing of marrying for a home has done more to make unhappiness 
than hard work at some trade will ever do for women. One is mental 
suffering, unrelcaved forever, while the other lakes only a good night's 
sleep to cure it.”
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