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Diary of Alexander J. Grant, 1918

A. J. Grant and his wife, Maude, on their wedding day.
(PMA, Balsillie Collection of Roy Studio Images)

1 Jan 18 Peterboro
Children’s party this evg for Alex & Helen. 21 children
present & several adults

7 Jan 18 Peterboro
Office all day. Parliamentary Estimates. L.G. Ferguson
Asst Eng here from Frankford re his being drafted into the
Infantry. Recommended him going to Ottawa about the
matter which he will do at noon tomorrow. Curled this
evening.

12 Jan 18 Peterboro
Home all day. We all went [as in original] to the Empire
theatre at 2.30 pm. Curled after tea. At midnight last night a
terrific blizzard from the N.W. with snow began blowing.
No trains on any lines arrived here since midnight last night

13 Jan 18 Peterboro
Alex at 10.30 Mass. Home all day in bed. Blizzard of
yesterday still howling & cold.

14 Jan 18 Peterboro
Home forenoon office afternoon. We all went to the Royal
after tea. Blizzard of Saturday still howling. No trains on
any lines from Toronto since midnight Friday 11%.

Dennis Carter-Edwards

18 Jan 18 Peterboro
Office all day. Went to Eng’s club dinner & to Library
afterwards to hear Mr. Thos Adams lecture on “Town
Planing”[sic] He is advisor to the Com of Conservation

24 Jan 18 Peterboro
Office all day. Descriptions of Power Houses on Trent
Severn. Maude & | went to see “Seven days leave.”

26 Jan 18 Peterboro
Forenoon up town. All office hands at lower office packing
up papers & books to move out in case of necessity. Rooms
flooded after [dinner?] At 5.30 am the Neil Book Store
was discovered to be on fire & by noon, it the Royal
Theatre & the Dominion Bank Bldg were ruins. The fire
wall of the building south of the Royal Theatre prevented
the fire wiping out the whole Market Square Bldgs. Our
lower office was in the Bldg south of the Royal.

1 Feb 18 Peterboro
Forenoon Home Afternoon office. Gordon’s daughter
Jeanne Margaret was born today in Ottawa. Gordon was
appointed this week consulting engineer to the Dept of Rlys
& Canals. He has been for several years back Chf [sic]
Engineer of the National Transcontinental Rly

2 Feb 18 Peterboro
Office forenoon. Maude, Alex, Helen & | went to the
theatre this pm to see “Robinson Crusoe” a comic opera,
“very good.”

7 Feb 18 Peterboro
Home forenoon and afternoon. Dr. Moir in to see Helen &
Maude. He says Helen has a mild attack of St. Vitus Dance.
She is out of school for one year at least.
[in margin Returned to school 19" Nov]
Put a new cold water tap in sink which was broken Tuesday
morning when frozen

9 Feb 18 Peterboro Heatless Days
Home all day. Today, Sunday & Monday are heatless days
by order of the Canadian Fuel Com. Coal Famine in
Peterboro coal only delivered on order from “police
station”

16 Feb 18 Peterboro
Office forenoon. Maude & Helen went to St. Joseph’s
hospital this evg for 2 or 3 weeks. Maude is on verge of a
nervous break down & Helen requires a complete rest.
Wrote John to Montreal. Helisin___ __ Carolina where
he has been for a month, resting. He leaves there on
Monday intending to come here for a few days. Told him
Maude is in the hospital.

19 Feb 18 Peterboro
Office all day. Got Panama Canal slides out of bond. At
Hospital. Maude is not very well. Helen is on the mend.
Curling this evg.

21 Feb 18 Peterboro
Office. Evg at Empress hotel for Engineers Club dinner at
which | read a paper on Panama Canal. About 40 present,
among them Kynock & Watts of the C. Gen Electric
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23 Feb 18 Peterboro
Office forenoon. Hospital after dinner. Alex & | stayed
with Mother & Helen for tea. Mrs. Killaly, Goodwill, Hill
& Miss Kingan were in this pm seeing the patients

2 Mar 18 Peterboro
Home all day. Chores. Maude & Helen came home from
the hospital this afternoon after being there 2 weeks. Helen
is improving but Maude needs 6 months or a year’s change
of scene & freedom from house worries.

4 Mar 18 Peterboro
Office. Told Grant & Thorpe to get battery for car ready.

10 Mar 18 Peterboro
Alex & | at 10.30 Mass. Home all day. Blizzard of snow &
wind all last night. About 10 inches of snow fell since dark
last evening.

12 Mar 18 Peterboro Toronto
Left for Toronto at 7.30 am. Around the city all afternoon
shopping. Ordered a new toupee from Doren___ . $40.00
10” x 51/2”. After supper Wm Macdonald & | went to see
“Pim Pim” a Comeic [sic] opera. Stayed at the Queens.
Ordered a Hoover sweeper sent to Peterboro on trial, which
we latter decided to buy

20 Mar 18 Peterboro
Home all day. Painted wheels & mudguards of car

22 Mar 18 Peterboro
Office all day. Wrote Chief Engineer re proposed
reductions of staff

23 Mar 18 Peterboro
Home all day. Took dent out of back of car body, caused by
me backing into a Ford last summer. Germans today began
a very strong offensive movement against the British line in
Flanders & also shelled Paris with a gun from behind their
lines, range 74 miles ??. What is to be the end of the war?
Collingwood Schreiber died today aged 87. R.1.P. He was
a good friend to me.

24 Mar 18 Peterboro
Mass at 8 o’clock with Alex & Helen who were both at
Communion. God bless them. At 10.30 Mass with Maude.
At the Davises for supper.

30 Mar 18 Peterboro
Working at car all day. John Byone Brophy C.E. late of
Trenton Ont died today at Cornwall Ont. R.I.P. He was
division Engineer on the Trent Canal for 7 or 8 years at
Trenton Ont. Another old I.C. Railway employee of
Father’s day & generation gone to the Land of the Dead.
[note Grant includes newspaper obit]

3 Apr 18 Peterboro
Office. Working at car part of the day, forenoon. Dunsford,
Dr. Young & Davis in for cards. Ladies Bridge Club here
this evening.

4 Apr 18 Peterboro
Working at car all day. Got it out for the season at 3.30 pm.

6 Apr 18 Peterboro
Home. Afternoon uptown with car getting door of it
repaired. Maude & children went to see “Mrs. Wiggs of the
Cabbage Patch” at the Grand Theatre

7 Apr 18 Peterboro
Alex at 10.30 Mass. Maude & | in bed all day. Don’t feel
well today

8 Apr 18 Peterboro
Office all day. Kydd & Lazier here re Monthly supplies

from local stores, re new regulations of War Purchasing
Commission

11 Apr 18 Peterboro
Forenoon Home Afternoon office. At 5.30 pm went to the
Empire theatre to see Water Power of Canada film prepared
by the Dept of the Interior. The views were good. Dinner of
the [sic] Engineers Club at the Empress Hotel after the
pictures were run off at the Empire. Maude had a 4 table
card party this evening.

12 Apr 18 Peterboro
Office. John McFarlane, 761 Lake St. began erecting for
me of a picket fence [sic] along east side of house lot., 580
Gilmour St. The Strattons sold their property last month to
Weber Turner, who takes possession this month.

13 Apr 18 Peterboro
Office forenoon. Afternoon drove Maude, Misses Archer &
Dennison & Mrs. Angus to Lakefield & Chemong. Roads
very good & dry. Only one bad wet spot & that was on top
of the hill south of the Baptist Church on the Chemong
road.

14 Apr 18 Peterboro
Alex at 8 o’clock mass. Maude & | at 10.30 Mass.
Afternoon several in for 5 o’clock tea. At 2 AM Time
throughout the Dominion was advanced 1 hour. First
Dominion wide Day Light Saving experiment. The United
States adopted it 2 weeks ago.

17 Apr 18 Peterboro
Office all day. Kydd here from Campbellford with Killaly
& | discussing staff for operation of the Canal. Maude is 42
today. God bless her.

24 Apr 18 Peterboro
Office all day. Mcfarlane finished working about the place.
He took old hedge across centre of lawn & finished
painting Turner-Grant fence. The Strattons next door had
an auction sale of their furniture.

27 Apr 18 Peterboro
Home all day. Mr. Rogers called at the house at noon re dry
docking his dredge above lock 6 at Frankford. Out
motoring after dinner around town & out to the golf links.
Rds good.

28 Apr 18 Peterboro Youngs Pt
Mass with Helen & Alex. After dinner Maude, Alex Helen
& | motored to Youngs Pt where we had supper on the
lawn in front of the South Beach Hotel. The latter is not
open yet. Roads dry & good.

29 Apr 18 Peterboro
Office all day. Old G.T. R. bridge at CampbellfOrd was
abandoned today & the new bridge along side the old one
was placed in commission.

3 May 18 Peterboro
Home all day. Moved all the paeonies [sic] that were on
the lawn in front of old cedar hedge over along east fence
of property. Planted sweat peas. Alex put shutters on house

4 May 18 Peterboro
Office forenoon Home afternoon, Alex is 14 today, God
bless him.

6 May 18 Peterboro
Office all day. Duke & Duchess of Devonshire visited
Peterboro today. At Dr. Young’s for cards in the evening.
At bank with Maude re war bonds
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7 May 18 Peterboro
Mass at 8 0’clock. Mothers 15" anniversary. May her soul
rest in peace.

24 May 18 Peterboro Victoria Day
Home forenoon gardening. Afternoon Maude & | went to
the golf links where was had lunch. First time that | have
been there for eleven years. | joined as a member again
this spring. Maude has been continuously a member since
1906.

25 May 18 Peterboro Home all day in bed bilious.

3 June 18 Trenton Campbellford Heeley Falls
The Hon Dr. Reid Minister of Rlwys & Canals W.A.
Bowden Chief Engineer Rlys & Canals, & Col.
[Munsenat?] Chief Eng Quebec bridge came from Ottawa
this morning on the G.T.R. to formally open the Trent
Canal from Trenton to Rice Lake, an event looked forward
to & waited for by the people of the Trent Valley for 80
years.

The Minister & party left Trenton on the Canada
Steamship Co’s Steamer, Ramma at 10 o’clock. We
stopped for dinner on the boat at Frankford and for supper
at lock 14. At Campbellford the Minister said a few words
to the people assembled. We reached Healey Falls (lock 17)
at 10 pm where we tied up for the night. The Minister &
others slept in the “Bessie Butler” which came down from
Peterboro to meet the party. Several stayed on the Loretta
which came up from Trenton with the Ramma. Fine &
cool.

4 June 18 Heeley Falls Peterboro
The boats left Heeley Falls about 7 o’clock, but owing to
the Ramma not being able to make steam due to poor
quality of coal that she got at Trenton she did not reach
Hastings until after nine o’clock. They then pulled out all
her fires & rebuilt them. Result we did not leave Hastings
until after one o’clock. The Loretta [traveled?] all the way
up Rice Lake & the Otonabee river. The three boats
reached Peterboro at 7 o’clock. Autos took the party from
the Peterboro lock No.19 to Quaker Oats & thence to the
Empress Hotel where a public dinner was given by the
Minister. After the dinner the Minister & party left at 11
pm for Lakefield where they slept on the boats which in
the meantime had gone up there. Fine & cool
5 June 18 Peterboro Kirkfield
Killaly & I went to Lakefield per 7 am train. The
“Butler” & Loretta left Lakefield at 9 o’clock, when
Stewart, Denham & Burnham arrived by auto with Geo
Morrow.
At Bobcaygeon we stayed a few minutes while the
Minister interviewed some of the people. At Fenelon
telegraphed Lazier to be on the look out tomorrow for
party & to be ready to go down the river. Stopped for the
night below Kirkfield Hydraulic lock which we reached
at 10 pm. The Loretta got under the G.T.R. bridge at
Kirkfield & no more, only 2” to spare.
6 June 18 Kirkfield Jackson’s Pt Washago Swift
Rapids
Left Kirkfield about 6 o’clock & were in Lake Simcoe at
9 o’clock & cruised immediately to Jackson’s Pt which
we reached about 11 o’clock. The Minister Monserat,
_____wentto Toronto from there by trolley car. The
“Butler” & “Loretta” with Bowden, Phillips, Sherwood,
Killaly & myself on board went to Washago which we
reached at 3 pm. Lazier came on board at Atherly. The
whole party walked along the Canal to Couchiching lock
& then motored back to Washago where we had supper
on the “Butler”. Wm Macdonald & Arthur Stephens met
us at Washago. After supper we motored to Severn
Bridge where Stanton met us with a launch & took the
party to Swift Rapids which we reached at 8 pm & put up
for the night at Boyd’s lockhouse. Fine, cool Thunder
shower after dark.
7 June 18 Swift Rapids Fesserton Peterboro
Chief Engineer & party left for Big Chute at 8 o’clock
where we met __ Wood & his launch who took us to Port
Severn. We called in at White’s portage where Mr. Bowden
examined site of proposed dam. After dinner at Hurl’s we
went across in Wood’s launch to Fesserton where we took
the CPR 2.40 pm train,. Messers Bowden, __ & [Plullys?]
transferred to the Toronto train at Coldwater. Lazier & |
went on to Orillia and Peterboro
12 June 18 Trenton Kingston
Left Trenton at 7 o’clock & reached Kingston at 2.35
where we remained all night. Sail down Bay of Quinte was
fine. It was a wee bit rough crossing the Gap as we ran into
Kingston. We took a motor for 2 hrs & went out to
Portsmouth & Barriefield and around the Military College.
Called at Queens Hospital on Mrs. Bell (Miss Denne) who
was not well enough to come out. Her sister came down to
the Loretta for tea.
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13 June 18 Kingston Smith Falls [Hulton’s?] lock 3
miles below Smith Falls.
Although | have lived in Ottawa or in its vicinity for 40
years, this is my first trip over the Rideau Canal. The
scenery about Chaffeys, Newboro & the Rideau Lakes is
very fine. The design of the canal, & the masonry of the old
locks & dams are yet a great credit to Col By & the Royal
Engineers who built the canal 90 years ago. It was opened
in 1832. We stopped for dinner at Jones Falls where we got
out & had a look at the masonry dam 70 feet high & still in
a fine state of preservation.
Kingston to Ottawa about 130 miles with 47 locks; - 13
locks Kingston to Little Rideau Lake the summit, and 34
Rideau Lake to Ottawa. The Tay Canal to Perth has 2
locks. Rideau River navigation begins at “Ponnamolie”
(first Rapids) a short distance above Smith Falls.
Lake Ontario Kingston elev 242
Little Rideau Lake “ 410 168 feet
Ottawa River, Ottawa  “ 129 281 “

Total lockage 449 “

14 June 18 Smith Falls, Ottawa
Left Hulton’s lock at 6 o’clock & reached Ottawa about 4
o’clock. The trip down the river is monotonous & slow
owing to the number of locks. The reaches are full of
drowned lands, the trees are all fallen & the stumps are now
coming out of the ground every spring, the ice lifts them
out. Result of being drowned for 90 years. Captain ___ says
many stumps now float up every spring. Stayed at the old
Russell. After supper went to the picture show Cor Bank &
Sparks St.

19 June 18 Peterboro
Office all day. Dr. Middleton filled a double tooth for me
that he has been doctoring for 3 weeks. Alex started to
work this morning at 7 o’clock at the Canadian General
Electric Co’s shop as a juvenile painter in the brass
finishing dept. This is his first real effort to work in his life
and of his choosing as he did not want to be idle at the
holiday season & every other boy on the street working.
Hope he will stick to it until the middle of August

25 June 18 Peterboro
Office. Evening at D. of the Empire garden party at Miss
Lundy’s.

5 July 18 Peterboro
Office all day. Got a new Toupee today from The Done___
Co. Toronto. The agt J.B. Knight was in town today. He
became their Toronto store Manager after today.

12 July 18 Peterboro
Office all day. At Judge Huycke’s garden party after tea.
Ashburnham Red Cross

13 July 18 Peterboro
Office. Maude out for Italian Red Cross

14 July 18 Peterboro Warsaw
Mass at 8 o’clock. On golf links all day with Killaly &
Goodwill. We had dinner out there.

24 July 18 Peterboro
Gilmour St oiled first time this year.

31 July 18 Peterboro Wasaga
Maude Helen & | left home at 8 o’clock for Wasaga Beach
& got there at 6.30 in lots of time for tea.
We went via Lindsay, Manilla, Orillia, Midhurst &
Elmdale — 118.5 miles. Fair road all the way. We all
enjoyed the run. Stopped in Orillia for dinner

1 Aug Wasaga Beach Peterboro
| left the Beach at 10.30 & got home at 8 o’clock without
accident. Left Maude & Helen comfortably installed at the
Capstan Inn in the rooms agreed upon with McLean. Found
Alex at home ok

22 Aug 18 Peterboro Wasaga Beach
Alex, Miss Denison & myself left by car at 8.20 o’clock.
Lunch at Uptergrove & reached Wasaga Beach (Capstan
Inn) at 6.00 Running time 8 hrs, 5 mins for 120 miles. We
found Maude & Helen well & expecting us. Nothing to do
at the Beach but eat, sleep & bathe.

2 Sept 18 Toronto Peterboro
Maude, Helen, Alex & myself went to Dr. Geffery Boyd
167 Bloor East where Maude arranged with the Dr to
remove Adenoids from Helen’s nose & her tonsils
tomorrow morning at the Cottage Hospital Wellesley St.
We then returned to the Carsrile & gave up our room &
after lunch we drove out to the Exhibition where we stayed
until 5 pm. Attendance today 174,500 (a record attendance
to date for one day). We then returned to the Carlsrile to get
our baggage, & after leaving Maude & Helen’s at the
Hospital, Alex & | left for Peterboro at 6 o’clock. Passed
Oshawa at 8 o’clock, _ at 9.30 (60 miles) and reached
Peterboro via Millbrook at 11.05 (90 %2 miles). Roads
pretty good all the way except west of Oshawa where they
are very rough.

3 Sept 18 Peterboro
Office all day. Alex went back to school at the Collegiate —
reentered the 2" form which he has to take over again this
year. The class this year is full to overflowing.
Helen was operated on this forenoon at the Collage hospital
Toronto for Adenoids by Dr. Geoffrey Boyd. She had her
tonsils removed.

8 Sept 18 Port Severn Swift Rapids
Mass at Port Severn 11 o’clock. After dinner Lothian & |
went up to Swift Rapids re a derrick boom for White’s
portage dam & reinforcing steel for Campbellford. Tea at
Big Chute & White’s portage for the night. Senator Billy
Bennet went up the river today to Swift Rapids while there
he thought a Marine Rly at Swift’s would be a good
scheme to have carried out.

23 Sept 18 Toronto Port Severn
Left Toronto at 8.15 for Waubaushene but took no men
back. Kay is to go to Toronto this evening to try & find
some but don’t expect we will at 40¢ per hour. Men on the
work are getting restless & want to go home don’t like
mucking rock

28 Sept 18 Port Severn
Lothian came in this pm from Alexandria Ottawa &
Toronto. No men with him. We decided to raise the day
rate from 40¢ to 45¢ in order to get men & telegraphed
Verity to try & get some at this rate. Several men left today.
We stayed at Port Severn tonight.

5 Oct 18 Ottawa Peterboro
Left Ottawa at 8.30 am. Maude & children met me at the
station. Bad accident today at Hydraulic Lock at Peterboro.
East Chamber emptied while a [scow?] of wood & tug were
in it. Chamber was down at the time. It immediately went
up with the tug boat hanging 1/3 of its length out beyond
end of chamber. Lock was not injured nor any one hurt.

12 Oct 18 Peterboro
W.H. Hamar, Chf Eng., Port of Auckland New Zealand, in
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today. He is in Peterboro to see the Peterboro Hydraulic
Lock

13 Oct 18 Peterboro Heeley Falls Campbellford
Family at 10.30 Mass (low) on acct of influenza. Schools &
Theatres closed since Friday & will be all this week. After
dinner Killaly, __, Alex & myself & Mr. Hamar of New
Zealand left for Heeley Falls & Campbellford. Hamar is
touring North America on behalf of the Auckland Harbour
Board visiting docks and Canals etc

19 Oct 18 Peterboro
Office for an hour. R.B. Rogers in re Sec 2 O.R.L Div.
Told him | had arranged with Dennon in August re raising
banks along channel above Dam 10 etc. Afternoon Maude
& | motored out to Golf Links & brought in our clubs

20 Oct 18 Peterboro
Home all day. No mass for the public in any Church in
Peterboro today. Montreal last Sunday had a similar
experience, first in its history of 300 years. Influenza very
bad in Canada this month. All churches schools, Theatres
& clubs have been closed in Peterboro for a week. The
schools may remain closed for some time.

21 Oct 18 Peterboro Warsaw
Office until 3 pm when | took Maude & 3 ladies out to
Warsaw in our car.

23 Oct 18 Peterboro
Home all day. Washed car & double windows & put the
latter on downstairs

24 Oct 18 Peterboro
Office. At 3 o’clock went to City Council room with Board
of Trade and Eng’s club representatives re street Rly
questions. Ireland said H. Comm & City [sic] had mutually
agreed to go on with Monaghan Road extension in the
spring & the purchase of 2 new one man cars at a cost of
$30,000.00 Extension 12,000 2 cars 18,000
While in the Council chamber saw plans of the new Hunter
St. bridge which is to be a reinforced concrete structure.
Clear span 0235 feet, 35 feet rise above high water

26 Oct 18 Peterboro
Home all day Put up electric lights in barn which | should
have done years ago

27 Oct 18 Peterboro
No mass in the churches or service in the Protestant
churches today on account of the Influenza epidemic which
is growing worse in Peterboro.

28 Oct 18 Peterboro
Office all day. Mr. & Mrs Frank Davis left at 3.30 pm for
Hamilton where he has been transferred by the Imperial
Minister (Inspection Dept) of Munitions as Chief Inspector
of the Hamilton District. He has been here an year in
charge of the Eastern Ontario District

6 Nov 18 Peterboro
Office. Kydd here with Oct Ests. He says Dennon &
Rogers have at last finished Sec 2 O.R.O Div. — 10 yrs!!!

7 Nov 18 Peterboro
Evg up town in car with family & Mr. & Mrs Clarke to see
the people out celebrating the Armistice supposed to have
been concluded today with Germany. While in George St
above Hunter, Wilson’s Blewett Hall’s Bridge Car 85493
ran in to us & crushed gas line tank.

10 Nov 18 Peterboro
Low Mass at 10.30. Alex, Helen & | at Church. This is the
first Sunday since the 13" Oct that any public service has

been held in the churches of Peterboro owing to Influenza.
Nothing like this has ever occurred before in the Catholic
Churches of Canada.

11 Nov 18 Peterboro End of War
Public Holiday all over the World
Marshal Foch & German Envoys signed an Armistice this
morning effective at 11 o’clock Paris time (6 o’clock
Eastern Standard time American) ending the European War
that has been raging for 4 years and 3 months and that has
cost the lives & maiming of 26 million men, and the total
loss of billions of dollars — “Deo Gratias”
What of the future?
Spent the afternoon & evening uptown viewing the small
boy & his father blowing off 4 yrs of pent up anxiety and
joy of victory at last

12 Nov 18 Peterboro
Peterboro schools reopened after being closed for a month
owing to Influenza.

7 Dec 18 Ottawa
After dinner went through the new parliament bldg with
the Ottawa Engineers. Side walls & roof finished some
interim work on the top floors. It will take 2 years to
complete the bldg. Several of the party then went down to
the stone cutting shed in Sussex St. where we saw how the
stone was cut.

14 Dec 18 Ottawa
Dept Forenoon spec for boiler & carriage for thawing out
stop logs on dams Trent Canal Met. Mr. Pringle in Mr.
Bowden’s office for a few minutes. At Canadian Club
lunch at Chateau to hear Peter Wright chairman British
Seaman’s Union on their attitude to Germany past present
& future. He is a rough & uncouth speaker.

18 Dec 18 Ottawa
Met Pringle this morning who said Weller had gone home
& that | would be Engineer in charge of the Welland Ship
Canal. Met Evan Fraser MP for Lunch who also told me |
would go to St. Catherines as Eng on the Welland Canal.
Afternoon with Chef Engineer, Jost & Fairweather drafting
form of contract for the Welland Ship Canal contracts on a
cost plus % basis

24 Dec 18 Peterboro
Forenoon at office & paid a lot of accounts. Afternoon at
home. McFarlane helped me to put on the 3 porches &
upstairs double windows

25 Dec 18 Peterboro
Children 9 o’clock mass. Maude & | at 10.30 Mass. Dinner
at home at 3 o’clock. Maude & | with others at Mrs Aylmer
for an evening party. Last night 6 “ of snow fell so there is
no green Xmas.

26 Dec 18 Peterboro
Forenoon Home Office after dinner correspondence

27 Dec 18 Peterboro
Office Evg at Empress Hotel with Maude at “Health Ass
card & dance party

28 Dec 18 Peterboro
Office forenoon. Alex out at his first dancing party, given
at the house of his teacher

31 Dec 18 Peterboro
Maude has been in bed with a very bad cold since the 27"
and is now in a very good humour. She is watching me
write this true statement
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MY EIGHTY YEARS, 1877 TO 1957

This autobiography was written in1958 and was given,
Christmas 1959, as a gift to his cousins, Ina and Charlie
Ackerman. The autobiography was donated to the Trent
Valley Archives through Andre Dorfman about ten years
ago. Dorothy Sharpe has typed the story, and has been
edited in small ways, mainly to match the Heritage Gazette
standards. We have also added a few headings. We are
presenting it in three parts. This story of farming begins
and ends in Norwood, Ontario. But McConnell did quite a
bit of travelling. James McConnell went to Saskatchewan
in 1906, and spent the next twenty years mainly in the
Rosetown area. He then went to British Columbia, where
he was in and around Terrace, Hammond and New
Westminster BC. During World War 1 he was mainly
working in a shipbuilding yard in North Vancouver. After
the war, he was near Revelstoke, BC, and did some
beekeeping. The difficulties of life during the depression
and during wartime affected the economy, but religion was
the major change in his own life. He kept abreast of
Peterborough news by the faithful correspondence of Willie
Parker and he made visits to Peterborough in 1918 and
1950. He reflects on how the world has changed
particularly with respect to industry, religion and
communism.

Part One

Four miles out from the quiet little town of Norwood,
Ontario, early in the morning of 7 May 1877, little Jim
McConnell first looked out into the big busy world.

No uniformed nurse or doctor was there to greet his
coming. But as it was, in the days of Moses, the midwife
acted as nurse and doctor. And Jim was first handled by
his Irish Grandmother, who wrapped him in the clothes his
mother had previously prepared for him and when he was
nursed he was quietly tucked in bed beside his mother, and
went to sleep.

His father, who maintained the family by tilling his
rough, hilly and stoney farm, only had time to have a look
at his little baby boy and then it was business as usual — to
keep up with the work on the farm.

Already little Jim had an older brother and sister, and
as time rolled on there were added to the family, two more
brothers and two more sisters. Jim grew up with three
brothers and three sisters. There were two younger brothers
and a sister who each lived only a few months.

School Days
One morning in early May, about 1883, you might
have seen three children walking down the road — a
crooked cedar rail fence on each side of them. This was
Jim’s first day at school with his older brother and sister.
They carried a school lunch in a small basket made by the

James McConnell (1877-1959)

Indians who lived nearby. The lunch usually consisted of
bread and butter sandwiches, and sometimes a piece of
cake each, or an apple each, by way of dessert.

And now let us take a look at this little country school,
set on a corner with a road going by it each way. The
school was about thirty feet wide and forty feet long, built
of wood, with six inch siding on the outside. Three
windows on each side, and one door in the west end, facing
the road. In those days, paint was not considered necessary
on the outside. There were two rows of rough seats and
desks along each side which would accommodate two girls
or two boys each. There was a wide hall up the centre
where the classes were called. Down near the door sat a
large box stove with a large door in the end to take blocks
of wood up to three feet long.

At the front there was a raised platform, about ten feet
wide, on which the teacher’s desk sat, and behind the
teacher, on the end wall, was the blackboard. Over the
entrance door was a porch, eight feet by eight feet, with a
door in the side. A broom usually stood there in the corner,
so the children, as they entered, could, in winter, sweep the
snow from their boots. This same broom was used to
sweep the floor. The older children took their turn at the
sweeping. In cold weather the wood for the first fire, and
some cedar, split fine or made into shavings, was left ready.
The first one to arrive in the morning lit the fire to warm
the school. One thing that impressed itself on my mind in
those early school days was a bank of loose earth built up
and extending out from the bank toward the road and
levelled off like a railroad. Perhaps this was patterned by
some of the older boys from the C.P.R., who built their
railroad grade through the country about that time, and on
West to Toronto.

There were no school buses in those days. The
children in the country walked to school and home again in
the evening. School hours for old and young were from
nine in the morning to four in the afternoon.

If a heavy snow came, or extreme cold, some of the
children might be lucky enough to have their father come
with the team and sleigh, and he would usually take along
all who went that way.

Most of the teachers were pleasant and encouraging to
the younger children, but | can remember one teacher, a
Mr. McPherson, who was very strict and cross and used the
strap some too. When summer holidays came we were
beginning to learn multiplication. Mr. McPherson told us
to learn all the multiplication tables before coming back to
school. When | went home | forgot all about the tables
until the night before school was to open, and | can
remember waking up at night and crying because |
expected to be whipped for not knowing my tables. But,
oh, how happy | was when school was called and another
teacher, nice and kind and quiet, had taken over our school.
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Making a living on the farm

In those days in the 1880’s the revenue from our little
farm, as well as all the others around us, was scarcely
enough to buy food and clothes for the family. The chief
cash income was the milk cheques which came from the
cheese factories that operated at that time from May to
October each year.

To add to the cash income, my father spent the winters
cutting and hauling home maple logs which early in the
Spring, usually in March, were cut with a power saw into
stove length wood, and at that time stove wood was cut 22”
long.

Later in the year when this wood was dry, maple wood
delivered in town brought at $3 a cord. Getting the maple
logs in winter made plenty of work, so I often had to leave
school for a time and go back to the bush to help fell the
big maple trees and cut them into logs ready to be skidded
together and hauled home on the bob sleighs.

Also in summer time we had to be up early in the
morning, for the cows had to be driven in from the pasture
and milked. Then the milk had to be cooled and strained
into 30 gallon cans for the “Milk Brawer” came early to
gather the milk and haul it to the factory to be made into
cheese.

On our place there were two large barns, with feed
above and stables below for horses and cattle. In the winter
time we had to get all the horses and cattle fed before we
had breakfast and after breakfast, the horse stables and cow
stables had to be all cleaned and the manure wheeled out in
the old wheelbarrow. This work had to be done before we
went to school.

So, the boys and girls of those days realized very
young their responsibilities to help father and mother with
all the work that had to be done.

In our large front room was a cupboard for dishes.
Above the cupboard was a glass case where mother kept all
her china dishes, used only on special occasions. One
morning in September, about 1885, my brother Fred and |
came hurrying in after finishing all the morning chores, to
get ready for school. Fred climbed up on the cupboard and
caught the upper shelf of the glass case to get his pen or
pencil. Alas, his weight tipped the case forward and all
mothers china dishes came clattering to the floor, broken.
Fred was so frightened he turned white as he said, “Oh,
mother, I’ve broken all your china dishes.”

Mother did not whip Fred, but she cried bitter tears at
the loss of all her good dishes. It was many months before
she was able to buy another good set of dishes.

Life in Norwood

At that time very low wages and long hours were the
rule. One of the main industries in Norwood was Fenlay’s
Factory where they made wheels and different parts for
buggies. The work hours were from 7 a.m. until 6 p.m. Ten
hours a day for one dollar a day. People generally were
satisfied, and seemed content to live and make the best of
what they had.

In Norwood at that time there were five churches. The
Methodist, Presbyterian, Baptist, Catholic and Anglican.
We were all taught in the Methodist Faith. Every Sunday
morning the team was hitched to the carriage, and father,
mother, and the family went to church. They used to go
early, for at that time the Methodists had their class

meetings when one of the Church Elders met with a part of
the congregation for devotional service before church.
Then followed the regular church service, after which we
made the four miles home and dinner.

After dinner us older ones who were able to walk went
to Sunday School — a walk of about 2% miles each way.
Father and mother were anxious for us to receive good
religious instruction which they were unable to give us at
home.

Then as if to make up for what was lacking, there were
evangelists who generally came in the winter and stayed for
two or three weeks in the Methodist Church, and then
continued in the Preshyterian Church. They were always
accompanied by good singers, and were able to work up
quite a religious excitement, which resulted in numbers
being added to the churches.

These meetings, with the exhortations of the
evangelists, always made an impression on me and | was
sometimes up with those who were kneeling at the altar.
Once as | knelt there the preacher can along and asked me
if | wanted to be saved and become a Christian. | said,
“Yes, | did.” “Well then” said the preacher, “it is a
foregone conclusion that you will be saved.”

This was encouraging, but not very satisfying.
However, having before me the good example of father and
mother, | joined the Methodist Church. Much of my spare
time now was spent reading and studying the Bible, but
there was no one | could confide in or talk over the
questions of life that seemed to be so all important in the
New Testament.

The preachers and teachers now seemed so very
different from the New Testament — preachers who had
written to their converts and expressed so much love and
gratitude for the fellowship of the saints, and had always
given encouraging counsel and instruction. But none of the
Methodist preachers ever talked with me or with any of the
other friends concerning the way Jesus taught or the danger
of being deceived and overcome by the enemy as we travel
in enemy country. This made me feel that | was a Christian
in name only, for there was a feeling of being alone. No
close companionship or fellowship or love to bind our lives
together as expressed in all the New Testament’s letters of
Paul, Peter, James and John.

And so the more | read and studied the scriptures, the
greater seemed to be the difference between the self-
satisfied, well educated preachers of our day, and the
different contented groups of people who followed them, to
the homeless travelling ministry of the Disciples in Paul’s
day and their converts as described in Acts and the Epistles.
These Disciples wrote to their converts afterwards.

After nearly 2,000 years, people live differently and
express themselves differently in this modern world than
they did in the time of Jesus. But there seemed nothing one
could do but work hard all week and then drive in and
listen to the morning sermon. However, this did not
impress me, and | soon forgot all that was said.

In July 1888 when | was only eleven years old, was
when the chill hand of death first touched our family. The
baby boy, Walter, now seven months old, was noticed not
feeling well. He had “Summer Complaint,” an ailment that
often made little children sick in those days. On Sunday,
about 3 o’clock, mother picked the little lad up from his
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cradle and found he was dead. Oh what grief and sorrow.
Mother cried bitterly, as we all cried. To think our little
brother was gone from us forever.

The funeral and laying the little coffin in the ground
made a very deep impression on our lives, as we were all
young. The first cloud had darkened the horizon of our
lives as if to warn each of the brevity and uncertainty of
life. But this was to happen again twice in the next three
years. First little Annetta, and then baby Carol Roy, who
lived with us for but a few months and then passed on.

At this time, factory made clothes had not come on the
market, or only to a very limited extent. So mother and
father bought cloth by the roll and
mother cut out and made up all our
clothes by hand. All the washing and
ironing of the clothes also had to be
done by hand. | can remember the old
style iron with its solid iron handle
which was kept hot over the stove. The
handle had to be wrapped with cloth to
keep it from burning your hand. This,
with all the baking and cooking and
mending for seven of a family kept my
mother working all day, and even then
she never could say the work was all
done.

Mother had consumption (TB)

All this proved too much for
mother’s health and she began to have
attacks of pleurisy. Her skin became
yellow and she got very thin. Then one
day in May 1892, | had been away
working for Uncle Sam. When |
arrived home in the evening, Fred and
May met me and told me the sad news. Father and mother
had been away to see a lung specialist in Peterboro.
Mother had consumption. Oh what a sadness and
disappointment this terrible news brought to our home, for
at that time there was no cure, and no hope for any one who
had consumption.

Mother just had to rest and May, not yet 17, had to
take on all the responsibility of preparing food and clothing
for the family, and look after mother as well.

Time passed on. Mother took her daily walks on fine
days. In July she could walk out as far as the turnip field
and rest a while under the big elm tree, and watch us while
we were hoeing and thinning the turnips. By August she
could only walk out and sit in the sun by the pump stand.
Soon we did not see mother outside the house.

September came. | can still remember my last talk
with mother by her bedside, and as I left her room she said,
“Now don’t work too hard Jim.” Mother’s strength failed
rapidly each day. On the night of 20 September we were
called down from our beds to have our last look upon our
mother alive. Her strength was gone. The stout heart that
had stood so loyally by her family was making its last
struggle. God was calling mother away. In the morning,
life had gone. Those hands that had made and mended and
washed our clothes — baked for us all those big loaves of
bread, now lay still. They would never move again. All
mother’s labours were over.

Two days later we followed the black hearse, drawn
by two black horses, to the grave side. After a short service
we watched them lower mothers coffin into the ground, and
the earth was filled in. How very sad our hearts were that
September afternoon, and as we drove home in the carriage
we all felt so sad and wondered how we could ever get
along without mother.

Working on the farm
These solemn experiences affect the lives of young
people, and with us it seemed to unite us closer in the
family ties. We each felt our responsibility to do all we

1893, | went to work on the farm for Uncle Tom. He had a
milk route that year and went away very early in the
morning. While he was away, Aunt Jennie and | milked
the cows and had the milk in the cans so that he could also
pick up his own milk and take all to the factory. We had to
be up at 4:30 in the morning, and generally kept going until
8 or 9 at night. It made very long hours.

The wages for this were very small, only $5 per month, and
experienced farm workers at that time only received $12 to
$14 a month, and board. They usually worked from
morning until night, or all the daylight hours at least.

The following two years | still worked out for
different farmers, doing long hours of work for very small
wages, as was the custom at that time. It was a matter of
plodding mile after mile after the old walking plow or the
harrow, and anyone who spoke of a cart to ride on was just
considered lazy.

Early in 1896, father bought the farm adjoining ours
and also rented another farm, so we had plenty of work at
home after that.

Ten years more were to roll past before | at last
decided to strike out and try a hand in Western Canada.
During those ten years there was still very little evidence of
the wonderful machine power that was coming to change
the way of living for men and women the world over.
Early and late we worked away on the old farm, only now,
instead of the reaping hook and the scythe to cut and handle
the crops, we had the mower and the self binder.
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The land was still plowed with the old walking plow
and levelled down with the harrow. To sow the seed we
used the first style seed drills with rubber hose to carry the
seed to the ground.

In looking back over those years, | cannot but remark
how contented and satisfied we were, and all willing to
work together and not to disagree. As Grey in his Elegy
has said:

“Far from the madding crowds ignoble strife

Our sober wishes never learned to stray,
Along the cool sequestered vale of life,
We kept the noiseless tenor of our way.”

Harvest Excursion

The call to the West seemed to get more urgent. Men
who had worked out West often came home and visited
with us in the winter and told of the speedy way that work
was done out on the level fertile land in the West, and
about the good crops of wheat that brought cash to the
farmer.

So in August of 1905, my younger brother, George,
and | took the harvest excursion and landed in Southern
Saskatchewan, where we had our first experience of
harvesting and thrashing on the Prairie. It was the first time
we had seen the straw blown through the blower and right
up onto the strawstack. No forking to do.

. -._,-.-.n-*,.--, -

Then a little later | got a job to go plowmg

good black level soil. When the threshing was completed,
George went back home, but I went up to Dauphin,
Manitoba, to a logging camp. It was a first experience in
camp life for me.

The sleeping place was built of log walls, with boards
on the roof. There was one door in the end. Inside, the
side walls and the back end had double deck bunks built
with poplar poles. A big box stove stood near the door for
heating the place. Hay from the stables, just placed on the
poplar poles, was used to sleep on. There were no
mattresses in those days.

It was my first
experience sitting on a riding plow, pulled by six horses —
four behind and two ahead, rolling over acre after acre of
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At that time | was 28 and the home ties were strong. |
had only spent a couple of weeks in the camp when my two
younger sisters wrote and asked me to try and get home for
Xmas. | left camp long before daylight one morning, and
rode into Dauphin with the logging team; got paid at the
office, and bought a ticket home. 1 did get a return ticket,
intending to return West in the Spring.

The winter of 1906 was spent at home, tending the
stock, which all had to be stabled and fed and watered, and
the stables kept clean. We also had to get out the usual pile
of hardwood logs and draw them home to be cut into
stovewood in the Spring. This wood was to be sold for
ready cash when needed, and some for burning at home.

As spring drew near | remember being all alerted and
preparing to return to the West, but was unaware of an
accident that was to happen and disappoint all my plans for
the Summer.

We prepared to cut the hardwood logs into wood.
Uncle Tom had set up his sawing machine which was
driven by a five team horse power. The neighbors gathered
to help handle the logs and the wood. The morning was
cold and frosty. Father stood on the horsepower to drive
the five teams. He was wearing a snug fitting pair of wool
lined mitts. Everything was going along merrily — the
power was conveyed from the horse power to the saw by a
revolvmg “Tumbling rod.” This heavy rod, perhaps 14” in

diameter, ran across wood blocks to

keep it up off the ground, with slots

m"*\. cut in the blocks for the rod to run in.
! ¥ About 9 o’clock that morning
. the tumbling rod jumped out of its

slot and was bouncing around on the
frosty block. Father did not stop the
horses, but stepped down between
the teams and caught the frosty rod
in his hand to pull it back into the
slot. But alas — his warm mitt seized
the frosty rod and jerked him down.
To save himself from being twisted
down, he jerked his hand free of the
mitt, but his thumb divided at the
joint and stayed in the mitt. The
thumb cord snapped farther up his
wrist and tore out of his arm. It was
a very painful injury. The doctor
came and sawed off the joint, then

. drew the skin over the end of the
bone. Where the cord pulled out of the arm was the sorest
and it ached and pained for weeks afterwards.

Father was 61 then, and with the shock and what he
suffered, it made him look ten years older. With the
crippled hand he was never again able to stand any hard
work. So, when father was hurt, | sold my return ticket to
the West and we went on and put the crop in, and | was
there too, to take the crop off.

The pictures of another harvest excursion are from
TVA Tinney/ Sharpe fonds.

Further installments of McConnell’s autobiography will
appear in future issues of the Heritage Gazette.















