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A  history of the Marlbank Cement Plant
by Stella-Marie Brown

used for this is still standing.
The kiln used for the first firing of the 

first cement was not at all what I 
expected. It was quite small compared to 
my conception of a kiln. It was built with 
red fire brick. At the bottom it was round 
and rose evenly up about four feet. The j 
brick then cut sharply inward and began / 
gaining height once more. In all, die kiln 
was about twenty-five feet high. Unlike 
the kilns developed in the later years, the 
first kiln was stationary. In this uniquS 
kiln the burning process was done

Editor's Note
The following history of the Marlbank 

cement plant was written by Stella-Marie 
Brown, daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Claude 
Brown of R.R. 1, Marlbank. She is a 
student at the Napanee Secondary 
School.

The article, which is illustrated by 
photographs taken by Miss Brown, won 
the essay contest sponsored by the 
Lennox and Addington Historical Society. 
There were about 36 entries in the 
contest, which was open to all Grades 9 
and 10 students in the secondary schools 
in the county.

Marlbank Cement Plant 
By Stella-Marie Brown

Millions of years ago, there was once 
an inland sea in a small valley. In the sea 
there were thousands of tiny creatures 
called crustaceans. Several hundred 
years later, when this isolated body of 
water dried up, all that remained were 
the shells of the crustaceans. It wasn’t  
long before they were dried and shriveled 
by the sun’s powerful rays. The result of

the dried creatures’ bodies was a dry 
sandy substance called marl.

In reality, there were three important 
substances to be found in this area. On 
top was several inches of (what is called) 
black loam. This was found to be 
excellent growing soil. Beneath this was a 
white dust called marl, which, of course 
was excellent for cement making. This 
could be found at various depths of 
anywhere from twenty to sixty feet deep. 
Finally, laying just under the marl is clear 
blue clay. This was also used in the 
making of cement.

The valley mentioned earlier was 
named Allen’s Mills after Dr. James 
Allen, one of .the earliest settlers on 
record. The village started out with the 
building of a saw mill. This was built 
alongside the stream which flowed 
through the hamlet. Soon, more and more 
settlers began to come. The village grew 
steadily.

A blacksmith put his carving ability to 
work creating oxbows, sleighs, crude 
farm implements and wagon carts. A man
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The remains o f  a smokestack.

called a cooper had his work cut out for 
him also. He moulded pails, tubs and 
barrels. These three utensils were 
constantly in demand. There was also an 
Irish weaver and from this material a 
village tailor fashioned the peoples’ 
clothing.

In this'growing village no one knew at 
the time, the quality of the cement 
making substance they were surrounded 
by.

Allen’s mill was becoming a very 
prominent village. They decided that it 
was time they had mail service and a post 
office. The inhabitants took up a petition 
and received permission from the 
government to have these privileges.

Dr. Allen was asked to name the post 
office. Because of the peculiar soil around 
the village he dubbed the post office and 
later the village “ Marlbank” .

In the mid-1800’s just north of 
Marlbank, a plant called the “ Whiting 
Works”  was erected. This marl was 
shipped out for further refining as an 
abrasive ... etc.

Many settlers did and still do mix the 
white marl with water and use the 
mixture to whitewash the inside walls of 
log cabins and barns.

Some of the old machinery used at this 
site may still be seen in the excavation 
sink holes, now water filled.

In about 1892 the marl was found to 
produce excellent cement. The Canada 
Portland Cement company decided to 
investigate. They soon decided to build a 
plant.

The “ Era of the Marlbank Factory” 
had begun. The factory was built partly of 
stone blocks. The rest was cement. These 
blocks were cut from a quarry north of the 
factory.

The first cement kiln that fired or 
burned cement, in Canada, was at 
Marlbank cement worts. The first kiln.

More walls still standing.

completely by hand. After the coal had 
been heated to the proper extent the marl 
and clay was shoveled into the kiln on top 

" of the white-hot coals. The coal and marl 
was then stirred together. This strange 
mixture resulted in a substance called 

1 clinker.
In the works there were eleven kilns in 

all. The kilns were fired with coal. This 
' was shipped in by train. It was not long 
t  before newer and more modem kilns 
' were installed. These kilns were 

exceedingly larger than the first kiln 
.comparatively. They were often twelve 
j feet in diameter and five hundred feet in 
length. The kiln is put on an angle, such 

|  that one end is higher than the other.
The marl was dredged and carried to 

j the factory by a small engine hauling 
; behind it some ten dump cars to large 
s vats. (The vats are more commonly called 

,^slurrey rooms).
/  The marl, in the slurrey rooms, was 
f gyrated and mixed to a consistency of 

■ pudding. Then it was carried by 
conveyors to the “ kiln room” where the 
mixture was burned in large revolving 

j kilns together with ground coal clinkers 
] and gypsum. After the burning of the 
’ mixture it comes out in large hard 

fhunks.
. The next step was to take it to the 

i grinding room. Here the chunks were 
I ground into a gray powder finer than 

flour. From here the now cement was 
V sent by conveyors to large overhead 
'' storage. The final step was to bag the 
}  cement in cotton cement sacks.

When the works was at its peak of 
operation it produced thirty to forty tons 

|  per day.
It- took over one hundred men to 

operate this factory. The men were paid 
one dollar a day or ten cents an hour.

'  They worked in ten-hour shifts.
The power for this factory was 

generated by giant coal burning steam 
turbines. ^

The coal needed was transported by 
the “Bay of Quinte Railway.” The Bay oif 

, Quinte Tan daily from Belleville to Tweed 
through Napanee, Deseronto, Tamworth 
and Marlbank.

The method of getting the marl and 
clay from the marsh was called dredging.

Tracks of ties- and rails Itad to be laid 
t  fo r 'a  short distance. A - big" machine 
r  similar to today’s backhoe moved up the 

' tracks digging out a strip about ten feet 
wide on either side and to depth of about 
forty feet. Then the tracks were extended 
to further distances ahead, about one 

j ’ hundred yards, to make a completion of a 
’ run. Then the tracks were .moved for a ' 

new digging and soon, leaving white 
strips of land called islands. These white 
strips can still be seen some feet under 

' the water.
1 The result of this dredging is a clear 

blue green water. At the time of the 
digging it was called the “dredge hole.” 
Today it is known as Dry Lake.

At the plant site there were quite a 
number of company buildings. Houses 
for the management and a large boarding 
house operated by Arthur_ Smith of 
Enterprise. Many of the boarders were 
of French and Hungarian Nationality.

In the basement of the office building 
there was a testing laboratory where the 
cement was tested about every two hours 
using the tensile strength method. The 
scales used to determine the weight of 
the cement looked like the old-fashioned 
scales where you put a pre-determined 
amount of cement on one side and it had 
to equal so many lead balls put on the 
other side. If the cement was too light to 

* balance the scales that batch of cement 
| had to be remade adding whatever 
' ingredient that was missing to make it 
t stronger. The tensile method is where 
; you can tell how many pounds of pressure 
per square inch any object can withstand 
without breaking.

, In the basement there also was a steam 
;bath used by the men to wash off the coal 
and cement dust, after finishing their 

, shift.
On the second floor was a well stocked 

library and recreation room. The library 
had a large fireplace to read by.
' The superintendents of the factory 
were: Mr. Wes (last name unknown), 
Mr. Les Deline, Mr. Armstrong, Mr. 
Shangraw, Mr. Charles Matt and Mr. 
Huck.

The shipping and receiving and stock

room managers were: Alex Rogers and 
Newman Dale.

The chemists were: Percy Balfor and 
John Fleming.

The Chief engineer was: Earl Deline.
The cement produced by the company 

was the best underwater cement in North 
America. It was used to help build the 
famous Suez Canal.

In Quebec a bridge was built almost 
completely of different kind of a cement. 
Some of the piers were made with 
Marlbank cement. A few years after 
completion the bridge collapsed. All that 
stands, even today, are the piers made 
with Marlbank cement.

One day in Marlbank the men from 
hydro electric were digging a hole for a 
hydro pole. They dug so far then struck 
cement. They pounded and pounded but 
failed to penetrate it. They discovered 
later that the cement there was an old 
sidewalk made of Marlbank cement. They 
had to dig somewhere else, t

However, during the operation of the 
plant, times were not always happy. The 
machinery there was not protected or 
covered whatsoever. Due to this hazard, 
many deaths and injuries resulted.

Mr. George Dale, while working his 
last day at the plant accidently stepped 
backward into some running gears. He 
was killed almost instantly. -

Mr. Pete Windover fell into a piece of 
unprotected machinery and lost his arm, 
up to his elbow. An unidentified man also 
suffered severe consequences when he 
fell into some machinery. He lost a leg. .

Mr. Hartin also met death while 
working at the plant. - ..

A Frenchman was accidentally run over 
by a train coming back with a load of marl 
and clay from the dredge hole.

Because of this particular death all the 
remaining employed Frenchmen packed 
up their belongings and left immediately.

It was surprising that there were no 
injuries to the children of the village. 
They were allowed to move freely around 
and about the buildings and open 
machinery. ?

One of the main attractions for the 
children were the burning kilns. Many, 
times upon request the men would lift 
the children high enough to gaze at the 
burning coal, through a special pair of 
glasses. , - 4
- These glasses were quite thick. They 
were heavily tinted with dark blue and 
were contained in a flimsy wire rim.

TheKelectricity .required, for the., plant 
wat generated by a large stiam engine. A 
group of youngsters sometimes in as 
large groups as fifteen to twenty, would 
look forward to an adventure in the 
engine room. Many times the engineer 
would tell the children to form a line, 
while holding hands. He would hand the 
first child in line an electrode. This child 
would hold it close to the revolving wheel.
A direct electric current would pass 
through each child.

The cement factory, was indeed the 
best thing that could have happened to 
Marlbank. » *

Tin* factorv helned to boost the

standard of living as well as industrial 
status of the area. In all there was once 
thirteen stores, two banks, a dance hall, 
two taverns, two blacksmiths shops, a 
saw and grist mill, two churches, a 
railway station, two schoolhouses, post 
office, doctor’s office, numerous houses 
as well as an influx of residents.

Some of the businesses that are 
remembered are, the movie theatre, 
poolhall, cheese factory, bakery, tinsmith 
shop, millinery, barbershop and a 
butcher shop.

Even some of the village women 
worked at the cement works. Their jobs 
were to repair torn cotton cement bags. 
They were paid ten cents per bag 
repaired. If any of the bags were beyond 
holding cement efficiently they were 
taken home and made into undergarm
ents.

When the wash was hung out to dry the 
bold letters of Canada Portland Cement 
could be seen on the back of the 
underwear. ,

During the last day of manufacturing 
cement at the works, the steam engine 
jumped the tracks, while running its last 
load back to the factory. The superinten
dent C.J. Matts thought the train w^s 
coming in too slow.- He took over the 
controls and opened it wide open. The 
engine; unable to be controlled at this 
speed, jumped the tracks and went into 
the lake. All attempts to salvage tne 
engine were in vain. All that can be seen 
today is the turret of the sfeam engine.

In 1915 the plant closed down. At Point 
Anne the same type of soil was found. 
The cost of the coal being shipped in by 
boat and the cost of the cement being 
shipped out was much cheaper than by 
train. This spelled full elimination for the 
Marlbank Cement Company.

Since the closing of the plant Marlbank 
has gone downhill. In the village there is 
now only one store, two garages, a beauty 
parlor, one hotel, two churches and a post 
office.

The Tweed road, which was once the 
old railway line and lined with houses on 
both sides, is now overgrown with grass 
and trees. Along main street where rows 
of houses once stood, there are now 
several vacant lots. The population went 
from well over one thousand to less than 
one hundred. ji. * . ■

After the closing of the plant some of 
the stone blocks from the walls were used 
to help .build, J.Sti, .Albert,, CoUegq.. Jn 
Belleville. ", ? '. n  “

Many blocks fell to the ground. All the 
machinery was bought by a junk dealer 
by the name of Cohens and was moved to 
Kingston. Other stone blocks from the 
factory went to help build foundations for 
houses. Only a few walls and portions of 
a smokestack remains. The only 
that appeared to be intact were six of the 
slurrey rooms. • ’

One hope that the future holds is that 
the marl is tested every few years. It has 
been discovered that the marl is 98% 
calcium. Whether anything ever materi
alizes from this marl remains to be seen.

The first kiln at the factory, in 
Marlbank,

The remains o f  the office building. The 
library fireplace is at the back wall.

•V ,, ’ - •- ■

There are six slurrey rooms standing 
even though only four can be seen here.

One of the larger walls, that is left.


