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A Message from the 
President 

 

We have arrived at the jolly month of April, with 
longer daylight, brighter skies, warmer weather and 
that strong hint of spring in the air. A reason to be 
happy and feel so much better. On top of this, the 
endless health and safety protocols of COVID-19 are 
being relaxed by the authorities, and life is starting to 
look so much more normal. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The team at the Historical Society is getting excited 
as we have been very patiently treading water for 
over two years. Our wonderful community programs 
have been on the shelf, gathering dust for this terribly 
long time. We really believe, we can now start getting 
them down from the shelf, dusting them off and 
bringing them to you.   
 
But—and there always is a but—we are still very 
mindful that COVID-19 is not gone and will be with 
us for some time in one form or other and that many 
of our members and friends are prudent and cautious 
people. We will re-start our programs, but first we 
must plan their roll-out, and make sure they can be 
delivered safely, and we will follow a cautious path, 
fully consistent with the rules as they stand.  
 

As we blossom out of our two-year cocoon, we will 
announce every step through our website, e-blasts 
and social media, so you will be kept fully informed. 
We really look forward to seeing you again—live 
and in full colour—very soon.       

                  Richard Hughes   
 
 

                                                                             

Wilfred Leigh Brintnell: 
Canadian Pioneering 

Aviator from Belleville 
Area 

 

by Gary Nicoll 
 

Wilfred Leigh Brintnell, better known as Leigh, was 
inducted into Canada’s Aviation Hall of Fame in 
1976 honouring his lifetime contribution to early 
commercial flight operations, his pioneering flights 
across unmapped territories of northern Canada and 
for his work in the Second World War in maintaining 
Canada’s military aircraft. For all of these 
achievements he was awarded the Officer of the 
Order of the British Empire (OBE) Civil in 1946.  
                                                                                                   
He has been honoured by the Canadian aviation 
industry as a pilot, but his business acumen is also 
notable. He formed several companies to serve the 
northern regions of western Canada and operated 
them successfully through the 1930s, 1940s and 
1950s. 
 

He was born in Belleville on August 27th, 1895, and 
lived in Thurlow. He was educated in Belleville and 
Kingston, including courses at the Ontario Business 
College in Belleville. In 1917, Leigh joined the 
Royal Flying Corps (RFC) and trained in Deseronto, 
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where he received a Private Pilot Licence and 
qualified to become an instructor. The RFC used the 
Rathbun Industries Head Office in Deseronto as their 
base and developed two flight training camps in the 
immediate area, Camp Rathbun to the north of 
Deseronto and Camp Mohawk to the west of 
Deseronto. Leigh Brintnell trained there and 
instructed others at this base before moving on to an 
RFC training base in Fort Worth, Texas and then to 
the RAF base at Camp Borden and finally to the 
RAF Central Flying School in Upavon in England. 
 

In the 1920s, he became a pilot for the Ontario 
Provincial Air Service (1924–27) which was created 
by the province to detect and fight forest fires in the 
vast Northern Ontario boreal forest. This service 
operated out of Sault Ste Marie.  
 

In 1927, Leigh Brintnell was hired by Western 
Canada Airways to manage their base at Hudson, 
Ontario near the gold mines at Red Lake. Within a 
year he was promoted to the position of manager of 
the airline. This airline, owned by James Richardson 
of Winnipeg, became Canada’s largest airline and the 
second largest in the British Empire through the 
1930s. Brintnell piloted the first return flight from 
Winnipeg to Vancouver in 1928. In 1929, he 
undertook a famous flight, a 9,000-mile return flight 
inspecting all of Western Canada Airways bases. He 
flew from Winnipeg through to the Great Slave Lake 
area, then followed the McKenzie River to Fort 
Norman and then on to Aklavik on the Arctic Ocean, 

then back to Dawson City in the Yukon and over the 
Rockies to Prince Rupert and then back over the 
Rockies to Edmonton and on to Winnipeg.  
 

In life, coincidental events can make a person famous 
for something they had only a tangential connection 
to. During this 9,000-mile flight, Brintnell took aerial 
photos of ground formations near Great Bear Lake. 
As a result of these photos, a prospector called 
Gilbert LaBine took an interest in exploring the area 
for uranium. Brintnell flew LaBine into the area, and 
LaBine discovered a rich deposit of silver and 
pitchblende that became known as the Eldorado 
Mine. This ore was shipped out to Edmonton and 
then on to Port Hope in Ontario. Originally prized for 
the radium the ore contained, radium was for medical 
use, the uranium from the Eldorado mine was refined 
and then stockpiled. Mining was suspended for a time 
as the market for radium was saturated. When the 
United States determined, during the Second World 
War, that it wanted to create an atomic bomb, the 
uranium stockpile at Port Hope was suddenly 
important. This uranium was used in the production 
of the first atomic bombs.  
 

In 1932, Brintnell left Canadian Airways Limited, a 
company that had purchased Western Canada 
Airways to form his own airline, Mackenzie Air 
Service Limited operating in Edmonton. The 
company provided passenger service to northern 
communities across Western Canada. He had also 
obtained the contract to provide air service for the 

Eldorado Mine at Great Bear Lake 
and this kept the airline 
financially stable through the 
generally difficult years of the 
depression.  In 1935, Brintnell 
flew the first shipment of radium 
concentrates out of the Eldorado 
Mine.  
 
Mackenzie airlines was successful 
in its endeavours and helped open 
up service to the northern 
territories. In 1940, his company 
was purchased by Canadian 
Pacific Railways as part of the 
creation of Canadian Pacific 
Airlines in 1942.  

 

 

Archives of Alberta 
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financial situation during 2021. Also, the slate of 
directors for the Board for 2022 was presented and 
was acclaimed. 

For 2022, the Board of Directors will comprise Dan 
Atkinson, Ted Bradford, Gerry Fraiberg, Richard 
Hughes, Stanley Jones, Jim Kennelly, Gary Nicoll 
and Steve Young. In addition, ex-officio directors are 
Archivist, Amanda Hill and Past-president, Orland 
French. 

Copies of the 2021 annual report and financial report 
are available on the Website  www.hastingshistory.ca 

 

 

Report on Annual General 
Meeting 

 

The Hastings County Historical Society, being a 
provincially registered Non-Profit Charitable 
Organization is required to hold an annual general 
meeting to present operational and financial reports 
to its members. This year, again, the province 
allowed us to do this by Zoom meeting.   

A Zoom meeting was held on March 22nd with the 
reports on the operation of the Society and its 

 

It’s Reading Time Again 
 

by Michelle Hutchison 
 

Belleville City Hall 
 

Belleville City Hall … a magnificent edifice that strikes pride in the breasts of the citizens of this fair 
city. This was the finest example of city hall architecture in all of Ontario when it opened its doors in 
1873. Originally built to house not only the business of the city, but also an indoor farmers’ market and 
police headquarters, the process was not without controversy and cost overruns. Over the years, the 
building underwent renovations and repairs that were necessary. In the 1980s, the decision was made to 
give city hall a massive facelift, renovating and restoring this historic landmark. Belleville City Hall is a 
commemorative volume commissioned by the then Belleville City Council. Historical text was 
compiled by Gerald E. Boyce and an extensive picture portfolio by Roger Pensom. 
 
94 pages $10 
 

Country Life in Canada  
 

How the times have changed! Progress . . .  what an amazing march it has been over the last fifty years! 
Those who went before would scarce recognize the world as the same that they inhabited. These words 
ring true, even now. But, imagine looking back at the times as they changed in the nineteenth century. 
From a wilderness with little in the way of settlement but much in the way of toil and determination; 
from a fledgling country with little in the way of creature comforts but much in the way of family and 
vision to a world where enterprise was success and sustenance, to a vibrant and progressive country, 
proud to be among the forerunners in technology and innovation. First published in 1885, last reprint in 
1986, Country Life in Canada is a “boots-on-the-ground” recounting of the life and times of this young 
country of ours, seen through the eyes of author Canniff Haight. His retrospective story is told with 
pride and amazement in the strides forward, from wilderness to civilization, made in so little time. 
Personal tales and wit provide an authentic tale that resounds for generations. 
 
303 pages $20 

Spring has officially arrived and we are experiencing the warm days already. For a fresh outlook,  we 
have recommended these books. 

Find both of these fine books, along with many others at the Hastings County Historical Society 
bookstore, housed at the Community Archives in Belleville. 

http://www.hastingshistory.ca/
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Explore Hastings County’s 
History Online with the 

Community Archives 
 

by Amanda Hill, Archivist  
 
Were your ancestors newsworthy? You might find 
mention of them in our online copies of local papers.  
A major project of the Community Archives in the 
past year has been the digitization of many of our 
local newspapers: The Daily Ontario and The 
Intelligencer in particular. Our microfilm reader is 
able to automatically scan a reel of microfilmed 
papers and take digital copies of the pages. These are 
then grouped together in monthly batches and shared 
online through the Internet Archive. 

We have scanned papers dating from 1833 to 1971 
and you can get to all of them for free at https://
archive.org/details/cabhc. If you put a name or 
phrase into the “Search this Collection” box and 
check the button “Text contents,” you will be taken 
to any mention of a person or topic within the 
digitized files. 
 
In the image here, we have searched for the name 
Billa Flint: a number of newspapers have been 
returned with matches. The search can be further 
refined by choosing a particular year or decade in the 
left-hand side of the page. We hope you enjoy 
exploring the newspapers: let us know what you 
discover! 
 
Looking for more help with local history research? 
You can always email us at archives@cabhc.ca, or 
call 613-967-3304. Our website is at www.cabhc.ca. 
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My Share of the Promised 
Land 

 

by Orland French 
 

This is the story of a piece of farmland once owned by 
a man named Moses Moses. Given his moniker, what 
else could I call it but the Promised Land? It was a 55-
acre parcel of land in Lot 73, Concession 1, Medonte 
Township (now Springwater Township), north of 
Barrie in Simcoe County. Now, this story has nothing 
to do with Hastings County except that I live here, and 
it is a good genealogical tale for folks who are 
interested in family stuff. 

My great-grandfather, Thomas French, purchased the 
land from the aforementioned Mr. Moses Moses in 
1892. It was located near the village of Waverley, 
earlier known as French's Corners because of the 
number of Frenches in the area. As far as I know, I 
never stepped foot on the property. Thomas was the 
son of Samuel French, he of the 6th Inniskilling 
Dragoons, and his wife Sarah Hale. They emigrated 
from England in 1832. In a document which I shall 
describe later they are referred to as “the French 
immigrants,” but they weren't French; they were 
English people named French. Well, you know what I 
mean. 

Thomas also had a son named Samuel, who was to 
become my grandfather. The two Samuels became 
known by us—the descendants—as First Samuel and 
Second Samuel, just to tell them apart. Thomas died 
an elderly man in 1911. He had purchased several 
other properties in the area to be given to his sons. He 
had sixteen children altogether, of whom nine were 
males. 

 For some reason his farm, the one I call the Promised 
Land, was never conveyed to anyone else after the 
death of Thomas and his wife, Susan McCourt. 
Someone paid the taxes on it for awhile, then lost 
interest in it. The property was landlocked, grew up 
into trees and was virtually abandoned. A couple of 
the co-heirs of the property attempted to make some 
use of it, but they were never able to establish clear 
ownership. Meanwhile, nobody was paying property 
taxes, and the municipality decided to put it up for 
sale for back taxes. 

Along came Leona Pearl Vaughan of Ottawa. She is a 
distant cousin of mine as she is also a descendant of 
Thomas French. Somehow, she learned of the 
impending tax sale, and she determined that the land 
could be worth far more than what it might draw at a 

tax sale. She preferred that the land be sold at a fair 
price and the proceeds, after costs, be divided up 
among the heirs. And so, having gained permission 
from the Ontario Superior Court of Justice to 
represent all the heirs of Thomas French, she 
engaged Gary E. French, a lawyer in Elmvale, to 
hunt us all down. 

Gary is a descendant of Gabriel French, an older 
brother of Thomas, and did not have a personal or 
financial interest in the property. He is also a 
recognized historian in northern Simcoe County with 
a special interest in, you guessed it, the French 
family. 

Thomas's 16 children were by two wives: Jane Hill 
French (1-10) and Susan McCourt French (11-16). 
Two predeceased Thomas, so there were 14 left with 
all their heirs to share the proceeds of selling the 
property. I was one of them. Leona's mother was the 
youngest of Thomas's second wife (his 16th). 

The monumental task facing Gary French was 
mitigated somewhat by earlier work he had done 
with the same lot of Frenches. Thomas had donated a 
lot in Waverley as a site for a school, with the 
provision that the land revert to him or his family 
should the school be closed. This happened in the 
1970s – the school became a veterinary clinic – and 
Gary had to track down all of Thomas's descendants 
to get us to sign off on the deal. 

These details are drawn from an inch-thick pile of 
documents assembled by Gary French to establish 
rights to shares in the Promised Land. Included are a 
number of wills which contain interesting details 
such as who got a favourite car and which cousins 
got the organ and the piano. (The guy who got the 
piano has pursued an exemplary interest in music, 
earning relevant degrees in musicology and is highly 
active in the musical community of the Midland 
area.) 

None of us got rich on this deal. By the time we paid 
off expenses and worked down through the 
generations, splitting the shares again and again into 
tiny splinters, I believe my share was one-ninth of 
one-thirteenth of one-fourteenth, little more than a 
distant glimmer of the Promised Land. The more 
descendants in your branch of the family, the less 
you got. Leona Pearl Vaughan received one-third of 
one-thirteenth, one of the larger segments. I don't 
recall now what the land sold for. 

And thus was disbursed the land of Moses Moses.   
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The Telephone Party Line 

by Alex McNaught 

Historian, author, raconteur Alex McNaught has 

recently published a book recalling his experiences 

growing up in the village of Wallbridge, entitled 

Memories of a Farm Boy.  From this collection of 

over 30 entertaining stories, here is one experience 

that many will recall. 

Remember when you'd pick up the phone and hear a 

gruff “Get off the line!” or “Hang up now – this is a 

private conversation!” That was back in the days 

when you had to share a line with several other 

subscribers on the same road or street. It was called a 

party line for some unknown reason. It was necessary 

as the telephone company either wanted to save 

money or they lacked the knowledge and/or 

technology to give everyone a private line at a 

reasonable cost.  

In the beginning rural folk were content to share a 

party line. It was a valuable link for emergencies and 

not yet considered a necessity for teenagers to “stay 

connected.” You didn't have to be a hacker to listen in 

on a call if you had a party line. You knew from the 

number of rings on an incoming call who the call was 

for. For instance, two longs and one short alerted the 

Jones that a call was for them. Snoopers would wait 

until the rings stopped, carefully lift the receiver 

from the cradle so it didn't make an audible click and 

then listen to the conversation.  

Yup, the party line became the proverbial grapevine 

along which news and gossip quickly travelled. 

Sometimes this was a good thing, but mostly it was 

considered a breach of privacy, and a dedicated 

listener would get a gruff “Get off the line!” This was 

a common rebuke for the party line busybody. There 

was no way to stop this intrusion except by getting a 

costly private line. By the mid-1950s, private lines 

were available at reasonable cost at about the same 

time as new dial phones came on the scene.  

Today, over 90% of the population is connected by 

wireless mobile phones via satellite connections that 

few understand or need to understand. No modern 

youth can conceive that their grandparents or parents 

have only a landline and not some form of digital 

service, such as a Smart Phone or iPad at their instant 

command. As for a party line! Yuk! That's like 
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standing on the street corner and announcing your 

business to the whole wide world.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The world's first long-distance telephone call was 

made in 1876 between Brantford and Paris, Ontario. 

The telephone came to Belleville in about 1882 and 

the first Belleville telephone directory was published 

in 1883. Although there is no solid evidence, the first 

telephone call to or from my community of 

Wallbridge may have been made in 1905, because 

that year the Sidney Council minutes mention their 

first telephone bill was 50c. 

Mr. Hawley Wright of Lot 25, 4th Concession, may 

have had the first telephone in Wallbridge according 

to Mrs. Will Sine in The Tweedsmuir (1984), but it 

CABHC HC04386 

Black Magneto Wall 

telephone, which was 

used by Bell subscribers 

in Belleville, Ontario 

during the 1880s 

Bell Telephone construction crew on a wagon in Belleville, 

Ontario. This crew strung copper wire from Belleville to 

Stirling, Ontario, circa 1913.                                          
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might not have been until 1918 as the Bradden 

Telephone Company was not granted the right to 

erect telephone poles along Sidney Township roads 

until 1918.  

Mika (1973) claims that “Bell Telephone of Canada 

established substations at Shannonville, Wallbridge, 

Rossmore, Mountain View, Belleville Junction and 

Ameliasburg (with) 500 subscribers.” Our first 

telephone number 4409 was preceded by the word 

Woodland and the number 2. To call our number you 

would lift the receiver off the cradle, listen to make 

sure no one else was on the line, then turn a crank on 

the side of the phone to alert the operator at the 

telephone exchange/substation that you wanted to 

place a call. (Later you just had to jiggle the cradle to 

get an operator). The operator responded with 

“Number Please” or “Operator,” and then you would 

ask to be connected to the callee's number: word plus 

number plus four digits. You would hear them push 

the plug into the appropriate slot on the switchboard 

and hear the ringing connection.  

Today, telephone landlines are becoming a rarity as 

mobile cell phone technology is replacing hard line 

communication transmissions. Text messaging, 

emails, and other digital messaging make 

communication around the world almost 

instantaneous. It is a far cry from 150 years ago when 

it took two weeks for a ship from England to carry 

news to Canada.  

The old adage “Good fences make for good 

neighbours” should have been applied to party lines 

where “Good telephone manners make for good 

neighbours.” Now, where is my darned cell phone? 

 
 

Transformation of Horse-
Drawn Rig to Motorized 

School Bus 
 

by Donna Fano 
 

Up to 1918, the Ontario School for the Deaf (OSD) 
relied on the school’s horse-drawn rig to transport 
students and staff 1.5 miles between town and school 
as there was no form of affordable transportation.  

A remarkable transformation occurred when OSD’s 
rig was converted into a motorized bus.  References 

to the first school bus were made in The Canadian, 
May 1970. "In 1918 the carriage body from the 
original vehicle was removed and remounted by a 
nearby Foxboro firm on a Ford powered chassis. This 
‘bus’ remained in service until 1928." The Canadian 
was the school’s newspaper which was published 
twice a month and later once a month to serve in the 
printing trade taught to the older deaf boys from 1892 
to 1991.  

During the years 1910–19, the Ford Company was 
busy manufacturing T-Ford cars and had not started 
making school buses. However, it began building a 
one-ton chassis to use for coaches and trucks, later 
called the Model TT. The new Model TT went on sale 
on July 27, 1917, for $600, which was more than the 
$325 for a Model T chassis. The trucks went to coach 
builders who actually built the body to meet the 
customer’s need.  

When I was consulting with the Model T Ford Club in 
Ontario for help in researching the T Ford truck, they 
told me the school had used the Ford Model TT as the 
chassis for its first motorized school bus. 

The bus could carry seven passengers plus the driver 
comfortably.  

A white outline has been drawn to show the top part of the 
rig.  

The original school horse-drawn rig used up to 1918 
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The open bus had a canopy to protect the passengers 
from rain and snow. The canopy sported a decorative 
fringe, and window flaps could be rolled down to 

provide more protection from the weather. The 
passengers likely held blankets to keep them warm 
while travelling during the winter months. The bus 

required cranking to help it get started. It could reach 
a top speed of 15 km/h, but likely went at a slower 
speed for the safety of the passengers. There were no 

seatbelts to hold them inside whenever the vehicle 
went over big bumps in the road. Students likely 
held on to the short handles at the sides or to each 

other during the rough rides. Students reported that 
the rides at the back of the bus while going over the 
bumps were something to remember. Poor roads at 

the time slowed down the driving.  

The Ford TT chassis was really too light for the job 

it was to handle. The motorized school bus had 

frequent breakdowns, particularly in axles, as the 

chassis was built for one ton only. The addition of 

eight passengers plus the weight of the engine and 

chassis was well over one ton in total. Nevertheless, 

the bus managed to run for ten years before the 

school received its first closed bus.  

The completed bus with Mr. Russell Flagler, the school’s 
bus driver from 1923 to 1963ePhotos from OSD-SJW Archives 

The seats and canopy from the rig were mounted on a Ford 
TT truck chassis. 

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

