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Dockside democracy detailed

Next
Meeting
Tuesday, 

January 16,1996
Auditorium of the 

Quinte Living Centre, 
370 Front Street, 

Belleville

7:30 Coffee 
8:00 Meeting 

Guest Speaker 
Bruce Morgan 
MD, FRCS(C)

Topic

Physicians and 
Medicine in the Quinte 

Area

Bruce Morgan was born 
and educated in Hamilton, 
Ontario. In 1942 at the age 
of 18 he qualified for 
medical school at Queen’s 
University but chose 
instead to serve his 
country in the war against 
the axis powers. He 
enlisted in the RCAF 
serving as a navigator in 
Halifax bomber for three 
years. At the end of the 
war Bruce completed his 
medical studies at Queen’s 
and enlisted in the 
Canadian Army’s medical 

_ service where he 
completed his fellowship 
in surgery. Seventeen  
years later he left the 
military and set up his 
practice in B ellev ille . 
Doctor Morgan retired this 
year and is now free to 
devote his time to his 
interest in the history of 
medicine in this area.

by Jean Williams
Members of the Hastings 

County Historical Society found 
themselves facing a change in 
venue for the annual meeting 
held on November 21,1995, at 
the Wharf Street Debating Club. 
As noted by the sergeant-at- 
arms, there were 35 ladies and 
20 men present; it was an unu
sual event in club history.
After a brief business meeting, 

author and member of the soci
ety C.W. (Bill) Hunt described 
the early history of the club. It 
began informally between 1909 
and 1911 as a club for wharf rats 
who met daily to discuss local 
politics, especially the politics 
of areas one, two and three of 
Foster Ward. The ward system 
was abolished in 1911.

We next heard of the club in 
1919 when W. C. Mikel ad
dressed a working man’s meet
ing. The building itself was 
erected in 1921. The well-known 
“bun feeds,” which had begun 
in 1913 continued and by 1923 
the event drew stand-room-only 
crowds. Candidates for local 
elections were raked by the 
crossfire of questions from 
members of the club prior to lo
cal elections. In 1934 a tradition 
was begun when telegrams from 
famous persons who could not 
attend the bun feeds were read 
out; among notables are Mae 
West and Brian Mulroney. Cur
rent president of the club is Jim 
“Snipe” Matthews.

Eugene Lang was the featured 
speaker of the evening. Highly 
regarded locally for his wide 
knowledge of music, Eugene has 
also been a member of the Wharf

Street Debating Club for 48 
years. His presentation filled 
us in on the lighter side of the 
club. He began by pointing out 
the pictures and memorabilia 
hanging on the walls. Memen
toes include a mounted crow
bar which was thrown through 
a window by several disgrun
tled and inebriated women de
nied entry to a bun feed in 
1974. At that time the club was 
strictly for men only.

One meeting was taped by 
CTV. There were 150 people 
crammed into the small build
ing and the camera crew had 
to pass its equipment over the 
heads of the audience and then 
scramble over the people 
themselves. In the end CTV 
could not air its coverage of 
the event because of the “cuss 
words” used.

Candidates for local elections 
had to have thick skins. One 
poor man froze completely 
and finally had to be ushered 
from the stage having uttered 
not one word. There was a say
ing in those days: “As Foster 
Ward votes, so votes the city.”

By 1986 the practice of not 
allowing women into the club

became problematic. Members 
of the club visited the Mill 
Johnston’s CJBQ open line ra
dio show to discuss the matter. 
After deliberation, female can
didates for that year’s election 
were invited to the club. Only 
a few came but they took the 
club’s antics in stride.

The bun feeds take place be
fore each municipal election but 
members meet every month. 
The club building is also used 
by various organizations such 
as the Writers Guild and in win
ter it is opened to children who 
are skating on the harbour ice.
There was a brief intermission 

after Mr. Lang’s presentation as 
members and guests enjoyed 
desserts and coffee. Eugene told 
us only one bun feed had ever 
been taped. The 1991 event was 
recorded without anyone’s 
knowledge; Eugene has the only 
copy and he played an edited 
version presenting speeches 
from mayoral candidates 
Shirley Langer and George 
Zegouras as well as councillors 
Kaye Manderville, Mary Ann 
Sills and Stu Meeks.

Eugene Lang was thanked by 
Leona Hendry.
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Quinte Region Branch Calendar
Sunday, January 21 Annual Meeting 
Sunday, February 18 Cobourg (Wellington) 
Sunday, March 17 Slide presentation 
Sunday, April 21 Cherry Valley 
Sunday, May 19 Lonsdale
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From the editor’s bookshelf by Lewis Zandbergen
Whisky and lce\ The Saga of Bill Kerr, 

Canada’s Most Daring Rumrunner
written by C.W. Hunt 
published by Dundum Press 
192 pages, photographs, notes, 
bibliography
There’s little doubt in my mind 

that local authors have barely 
scratched the surface when it 
comes to regional history. Al
though we are all aware of peo
ple like Susanna Moodie, 
George Benjamin and Sir Mac
kenzie Bowell, the minor play
ers in area events of days gone 
by have been for the large part 
neglected. We don’t really have 
readily identifiable folk heroes 
or even shady characters of note 
nor do we know much about the 
few characters who did provide 
colour to local events. More’s the 
pity; had it not been for the bit 
players, our history would not be 
as rich as we historians know it 
is.

Belleville author C.W. (Bill) 
Hunt has taken one of those mi
nor characters in the scheme of 
things and has written a readable, 
fact-filled biography of his short 
but exciting life. And even 
though the “hero” of the tale was 
not a local boy, his connections 
to the Quinte area from 
Deseronto to Presqu’ile cannot 
be denied.

John Benjamin Kerr was bom 
in Hamilton, Ontario, on Febru
ary 29,1884. He was the son of 
well-to-do parents who enjoyed 
the privileges of Victorian high 
society, and a grandson of the 
first fish and game inspector for 
Ontario. A rebellious youth, he 
left school at age 13; his first 
employment was work in the 
stonemason trade. Two years 
later he began apprenticeship as 
a plumber, a job he stuck with 
for ten years. Kerr lacked a tra
ditional education but he was a 
wily entrepreneur. To the best of 
the author’s knowledge Kerr had 
never studied music seriously but 
he was an accomplished pianist; 
the author maintains his musi
cal ability stemmed from knowl
edge imparted by his mother. 
During his years as a plumber he 
also served as a union rep and

moonlighted as a piano player 
in a Hamilton ice cream parlour.

By 1910, through remaining at 
home and being a bachelor, Kerr 
had saved enough money from 
his employment and sidelines 
to purchase a lakefront lot; in 
a few short years he had man
aged to expand the property by 
buying adjoining lots. He built 
boat storage facilities and al
though not initially a money 
maker because of stiff compe
tition, the lots turned out to be 
a profitable long-term invest
ment. Dabbling in lakefront 
property enabled Kerr to in
dulge his passion for fast boats 
and from there it was but a short 
hop to newfound wealth in the 
provision of illicit alcohol.

Beginning in 1919 and con
tinuing until his death in 1929, 
Kerr outran competitors and 
ever more vigilant and increas
ingly better equipped govern
ment officials on both shores of 
Lake Ontario and Bill Hunt’s 
telling of the turbulent decade 
proves fascinating. Receiving 
liquor from local distillers Kerr 
would employ different tactics 
to outsmart government offi
cials both in New York State 
and Ontario. Often taking de
livery of booze on the govern
ment dock in Belleville, he 
would provide fictitious desti
nations for the required legal 
documents, paint his craft in 
dark colours, even black, or 
employ other means to evade 
capture; however, most of his 
evasions of the law involved 
speed—the faster the boat, the 
faster he could outrun the law. 
Laying over for a time at Main 
Duck Island was also a favourite 
means of eluding detection. It 
seems Kerr’s luck ran highest 
after he had the Pollywog built 
around 1925; the Pollywog 
would also carry its owner to his 
death.

Kerr’s demise came at the end 
of February, 1929. On Sunday, 
February 24, he and a partner 
had left with a load of beer 
bound for New York. After they

failed to return searches were 
carried out but no trace was 
found of either man until near 
the end of March, 1929, when 
their bodies were discovered 
near Col borne. Kerr’s bloated 
body was identified by a sin
gle sock which his mother had 
knit; the almost completely 
skeletal remains of his partner 
were identified from a tattooed 
hand. How the two met their 
fate, whether at the hands if 
rivals or at the whim of nature, 
was never known for sure but 
the case seems to have come 
to a definite conclusion within 
the past year or two.

Although Whisky and Ice 
took Bill only three to four 
months to actually write on the 
computer, the research took 
him the better part of three 
years; it grew out of an idea 
which “came” to him during 
the writing and research for his 
earlier book Booze, Boats and 
Billions (which, incidentally, 
was written in longhand). Bill 
maintains the book might have 
been better had it been writ
ten 20 years ago. “Many of the 
characters in the book were 
still alive then,” he says.

Regardless of the author’s 
modesty, Whisky and Ice is a 
great and ultimately satisfying 
read. The story is told in a style 
which never alienates the 
reader from the “hero” who 
really isn’t a very nice person. 
Kerr’s is a larger than life ex
istence but Bill, who admits he 
didn’t really like Ben Kerr at 
first, has shown us the human 
side of the man. Throughout 
the book the reader gets the

between living up to the expec
tations dictated by his upbring
ing in polite society and living 
life the way he wished. Kerr did 
not lack for money and man
aged to keep up the facade of 
propriety but his existence was 
not complete without the dan
ger of running illegal booze 
across the lake.

Involving “big time” crime 
notables such as A1 Capone and 
Dutch Schultz to minor play
ers like Rocco Perri; running 
the gamut of settings from 
small-town to big-city Ontario 
and New York State; from 
backroom little “P” politicians 
to the upper echelons of pro
vincial and federal politics, 
Whisky and Ice is a tale of our 
grandfathers’ times and how 
they lived.

I have only two small com
plaints. First is the lack of an 
index. When will publishers 
(and I do lay this blatant dis
regard for the reader right at 
their feet) realize works of a 
historical nature cry out for an 
index? The second is a niggling 
little historical fact. The Grand 
Trunk Railway passed into the 
hands of a receiver in 1919 and 
formally ceased existence on 
January 30, 1923, when it be
came part of Canadian National 
Railways; the author has a 
Grand Trunk train making an 
appearance at the government 
docks in October of 1923. It 
could have taken some time to 
repaint all Grand Trank rolling 
stock so this was an easily com- 
mitted transgression. Unlike 
the omission of an index, it de
tracts not one whit from the

feeling Kerr’s life was one tom overall work.

birthday of 
the month:

Sir John A. Macdonald, bom January 
11, 1815, in Glasgow, Scotland. 
Canada’s first and third prime 

minister 1867-1873 1878-1891.



Heritage Belleville has a staff 
of three researchers inventory
ing and photographing interior 
and exterior plaques, monu
ments and markers in 
Belleville. Mary Coumeyea, of 
Marmora, Tara Shilof, of 
Trenton and Andrea Clark, of 
Belleville, have been hired for 
20 weeks through Human Re
sources Canada’s Job Creation 
Program. They are also con
ducting tours of Belleville’s 
historic City Hall.

The Tweed Heritage Centre
is benefiting from the same 
federal program. Two research
ers will spend 17 weeks work
ing on improved inventory and 
storage arrangements. Heritage 
enthusiast and Tweed News col
umnist Evan Morton applauds 
the government’s support and 
issues an appeal for donations 
to cover the required special 
archival supplies.
Trent Port Historical Society 
recently held its first annual 
gingerbread contest. Structural 
entries were judged for origi
nality, historical accuracy, and 
best use of edible materials. The 
winning entry, created by the 
Cooper family of Carrying 
Place, was a massive creation 
of ginger logs and icing depict- 
ing Fort Kente at Carrying

Place.

Times change. Barney 
Moorhouse, editor of “The 
Times Traveller” in the 
Bancroft Times, reminds read
ers that in 1905 Liberal MLA 
John Smith (Peel) introduced 
a bill into the Ontario Legisla
ture to give the franchise (vote) 
to ladies and widows. Smith 
said women had just as good 
judgement as men and would 
not be bought with a dollar or 
a glass of whisky. Then, rather 
than have his bill voted down, 
he withdrew it.

Stirling Historical Society’s
1995 edition of the Santa Claus 
parade on December 9 was al
most cancelled because of the 
amount of snow which fell. But 
the abundance of the white stuff 
only delayed the start. After
ward, the society served cider 
and hot chocolate, while Santa 
and Mrs. Claus listened to the 
Christmas wishes of a large 
number of youngsters. Con
gratulations to the Stirling His
torical Society for keeping the 
parade’s tradition alive.

Heritage in the news. The
Marmora Herald has featured 
several interesting heritage ar
ticles including Gerald

Belanger’s review of the pur
chase of the Memorial Build
ing’s clock in 1928. (The 
$ 1,265 cost was raised through 
membership fees, a dance and 
two regattas at Booster Park on 
Crowe Lake.) and Wilma 
Bush’s history of the 75 years 
of the Marmora Public Library.

Grants are being reduced in 
1996 by the Ontario Ministry 
of Citizenship, Culture and 
Recreation. Historical societies 
will lose 24 per cent and local 
museums 9.8 per cent while li
braries will suffer a 20 per cent

The heritage community has 
suffered a grievous loss. Your 
society has lost one of its most 
energetic and supportive past 
presidents and many of us have 
lost a dear friend with the death 
of Rodger Greig of Cherry 
Valley.

A graduate in art and arche
ology from the University of 
Toronto, Rodger taught art for 
many years at Moira Second
ary School. In the early 1960s 
he was a very active member 
of our society. He was famous 
for his puppet shows staged 
during the special December 
events at the old museum on 
Church Street. I remember ac
companying him to Guelph one 
year to borrow the Ontario 
Puppetry Guild’s puppet collec
tion for display and demonstra
tion in our museum.

On more than one occasion 
Rodger helped take the 
Couldery Collection “on the 
road” by helping to move some 
of the furniture and paintings 
to the Armouries where they 
were highlighted in home 
shows. He and his art students 
silkscreened the covers for the 
society’s earliest pamphlets, 
reprints of sections from the 
1860-1861 Hastings County 
Directory.

Some people will remember 
fondly the Sunday afternoon 
walking tours he organized for 
the society in the early 1960s; 
we covered sections of 
Belleville and Stirling. Later he 
was a leader in the Quinte Re
gion Branch of the Architec
tural Conservancy of Ontario 
(where he organized a great

cut. Further reductions are ex
pected, reflecting the govern
ment’s objective “for increased 
self-sufficiency and community 
based initiatives.” Local histori
cal societies, museums, libraries 
and the like will need your in
creased support.

More Whisky and Ice. Execu
tive member Bill Hunt must be 
on cloud nine. His new book 
Whisky and Ice continues to at
tract much favourable media at
tention.

Best wishes for 1996.

many tours), the Prince Edward 
Historical Society and other 
groups. Rodger was an advisor 
to Heritage Belleville (Local Ar
chitectural Conservation Advi
sory Committees or LACAC) 
and with Lois Foster put on a 
building styles/research work
shop two years ago.

He was a talented articulate 
scholar with a flair for original 
thinking. He was not afraid to 
take an unpopular stand. Thanks 
to Rodger the Mclntosh-Ridley 
House at 45 South Front Street 
(Belleville) still stands. Thanks 
to Rodger, may people have a 
better understanding of the im
portance of our built heritage. I 
consider it an honour to have 
worked with Rodger for over 30 
years.

Our sincere sympathy goes to 
his wife Mary (Moult) Greig and 
other family members.

Editor’s note: The first time I 
met Rodger Greig was in the late 
1970s when he took part in a 
house tour in Prince Edward 
County.

One of the houses on the tour 
was his home in Cherry Valley 
which he was patiently restoring. 
During our short conversation 
that Sunday afternoon, Mr. Greig 
instilled in me my appreciation 
for architectural authenticity, 
restoration as opposed to reno
vation.

He visited Stirling several times 
on walking tours of the village 
and I had the pleasure of renew
ing my acquaintance with him on 
both a 1985 tour and another in 
1993.
Mr. Greig will be missed.

Mikas remembered
In our last issue we extended the society’s sympathy to Nick 

Mika, Belleville author and publisher, on the death of his wife, 
Helma. Together they authored many books relating to our lo
cal history and published and/or reprinted dozens of volumes 
on Canada’s heritage. Now we regret to announce that their com
pany, Mika Publishing, has closed. The stock and building have 
been sold.
The Mikas were longtime supporters of our society and we are 

pleased to advise members that Nick has presented our society 
with an extensive collection of pictures and clippings relating 
to Belleville, the Quinte Area, the Loyalists and railroads. I’ll 
have more about this collection in future issues.

Belated congratulations to Nick and his late wife, Helma, for 
being co-winners (with 8 Wing CFB Trenton) of the annual Peace 
medal presented by the Belleville Family YMCA. The Mikas 
were honoured for their chronicling of Canadian history and for 
their work with the Quinte Humane Society.

Tribute to Rodger Greig



Your County Museum
257 Bridge Street East\ Belleville, Ontario, K8N1P4 (613) 962-2329

Bridge party and luncheon
Enjoy an afternoon of fun, food and cards! The Hast

ings County Museum Auxiliary is hosting its fourth annual 
Bridge Party and Luncheon on Wednesday, Janu- 1 
ary 31, at the Belleville Recreation Centre 
beginning at 12 noon. All tickets are sold in 
advance. For more information please call 
Ann Cooke at 96 8 -2 0 1 3 .

A Salute to Hastings 
County Museum 
Auxiliary and 
Volunteers!

In 1995 our volunteers donated thousands of 
hours at the front desk, in educational and public pro
gramming and ‘behind-the-scenes’ work. This al
lowed the Museum to generate revenue and fulfil its 
mandate. In addition to this the Auxiliary provided 
over $4,000 for museum operations which was di
rected entirely towards the care and management of 
our valuable collections.

The Auxiliary’s contribution allowed for the 
restoration and stabilization of three portraits asso
ciated with the original residents-of Glanmore. IT also 
provided the matching funds for one year for an ex
perienced collections manager whose task it was to 
provide preventive conservation, stabilization, cata
loguing and research for thousands of artifacts. During 
her year, Allison Willis also supervised two four- 
month placements in museology which allowed for 
the care and management of additional collections.

Sincere thanks to all our volunteers for their 
outstanding contributions in 1995.

^Coming to Glanmore, National Historic Site:

“Shoes and Ships 
and Sealing Wax”

This special exhibit from the Depart
ment of Canadian Heritage - Canadian 
Parks Service will open in mid-February in 
the second floor gallery.

The restoration and period furnishing 
of Canada’s National Historic Parks and 
Sites is a story in itself. “Shoes and 
Ships and Sealing Wax” depicts the role 
of the curator in the development and 
period interpretation of various historic 
structures, including domestic residences 
and fur trading posts.

This travelling exhibit offers a behind- 
the-scenes glimpse of the progression 
from historical research, to acquisition of 
artifacts and reproduction items, and the 
restoration and installation of furnishings 
involved in the period interpretation of 
some of Canada’s most significant his
toric sites.-

Outlook is published monthly for the Friends and 
Members of the Hastings County Historical Society

Beverley Boyce 
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Belleville Ontario 
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