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Introduction

A Message from the Mayor

Celebrating 200 years of Tillsonburg — A legacy ofvision,
determination, and community

Two hundred years ago, George and
Nancy Tillson made an extraordinary
journey from Normandale into the wild
heart of Southwestern Ontario. Their
destination? A vision. What began as
Dereham Forge soon blossomed into the
vibrant community we proudly call Till-
sonburg. It would take 12 years before
the town took on the Tillson name, but
the roots of what makes this place spe-
cial—hard work, innovation, and com-
munity spirit—were planted the moment
the Tillsons arrived.

In those early years, life was difficult
and often isolating. Yet George and
Nancy, with their children at their side,
carved out more than just a homestead—
they laid the foundation for a town built
on resilience and entrepreneurial grit.
Their legacy lives on in every small
business, every community initiative,

and every citizen who calls Tillsonburg
home. We owe a deep debt of gratitude
to these pioneers, and to all who fol-
lowed, who believed in the potential to
build not just a town, but a lasting home.

To honour this remarkable milestone,
I am pleased to invite all residents of
Tillsonburg and our neighbouring com-
munities to join us for our 200th Found-
er's Day Festival. The celebrations begin
at noon in Memorial Park, where I will
deliver opening remarks, proudly joined
by the Ingersoll Pipe Band. From there,
the day unfolds with excitement and
family-friendly fun.

All events will take place at Memorial
Park, the heart of our community.

A heartfelt thank you goes out to our in-
credible 200th Founder's Day Sub-Com-
mittee, who have worked tirelessly to
plan a magical and memorable day for

(CONTRIBUTED PHOTO)
Deb Gilvesy, Mayor of Tillsonburg.

all. 1 also wish to thank town staff for
their support in coordinating the many
moving parts of this celebration, as well
as the team at Annandale National His-
toric Site for their engaging and educa-
tional “fun fact” posts. Special thanks
to Laurel Beechey, our dedicated local
historian who has gathered and archived
our existence from beginning to today
and whose passion for Tillsonburg’s past
continues to enrich our present. Also a
sincere thank you to Dr. Jason Pankratz
for his book entitled “Tillsonburg at
2007, which features 200 questions and
answers about our beautiful T\town.

Here’s to 200 years of heritage, and to
a future as bold as our past.

Sincerely,
Deb Gilvesy
Town of Tillsonburg

Celebrations

Celebrating 200 years since
Tillsonburg’s founding

A Dbirthday bash is planned to cele-
brate the 200th anniversary of Tillson-
burg’s founding on Oct. 18.

Memorial Park is the main venue for
the events, which will commence with
a land acknowledgement at noon, greet-
ings from dignitaries and the singing of
O’Canada. A performance by the Inger-
soll Pipe Band will follow.

The Great Canadian Lumberjack
Show will take the stage at 1, 2:30 and
4 p.m. Chainsaw carving, axe throwing,
and a chainsaw race will be amongst the
features.

The Pioneer Experience Zone is for
the young and young at heart. A petting
700, pottery, woodworking and forging

demonstrations will be available. Pa-
trons will also have a chance for a wag-
on ride.

A variety of food trucks will offering
tasty treats while they last.

The marketplace is the location to get
the limited edition 200th anniversary
souvenirs, including clothing, tote bags,
wooden nickels, and glassware. Three
local authors will also have displays.

Prior to the big start at noon, Tillson-
burg Scouts will be hosting a pancake
breakfast in the Lions Auditorium. A
commemorative tree planting will take
place at Annandale National Historic
Site and the night will wrap up with fire-
works at 7:30 p.m.

Tillsonburg Post
is available for FREE
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www.tillsonburgpost.com
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Buildings and Industry in Tillsonburg

Hydro-electric power comes (0 Tlllsonburg

JOAN WESTON

Post Contributor

In the spring of 1906, Adam Beck
came to Tillsonburg to talk to town
council about his scheme of “People’s
Power”. Beck’s Ontario Hydro-Electric
Power Commission proposed to supply
electricity for industrial use, for use in
the home, and for use on the farm. At
the April 1906 meeting, the council pe-
titioned the legislature to adopt Beck’s
scheme. Beck was successful, and the
Ontario Hydro-Electric Commission
was set up.

By means of a bylaw in 1908, town
council gave the Ontario Hydro-Elec-
tric Commission a monopoly within the
municipality. In August 1910, the Hydro
Sub-Station #1 was erected at the corner
of Concession St. and Park Ave.

John Armstrong says in his book, Till-
sonburg: A History 1825-1982, “few
buildings have had greater influence on
Tillsonburg”. Bert Newman describes
the two-storey structure in his book
Once Upon A Time: “...It was a brick
building with a solid cement floor, and
back then there were two floors inside.
The first storey had two transformers
about 15-feet high on the south side and
the north side, and above them were big

clocks. They had different voltages on
them. The one down at the east end read
14,000 volts; the next one read 2,100
volts; and the next one might say 220
volts, while another one said 110 volts....
The only way you could get up to the
second floor was by a ladder fastened
on the wall. Up on the second floor were
a lot of other contraptions, including
things called lightning arrestors, which
were meant to prevent the place from be-
ing struck by lightning.”

My brother, John, remembers the hy-
dro wires from Woodstock which came
right across the lake to the sub-station.

In 1949, George Newman, Bert’s fa-
ther, retired after working at the hydro
transformer sub-station for almost 40
years.

To date, I have not been able to deter-
mine when the transformer station was
converted to a one-storey building, but it
must have been between 1953 and 1958.

A car hit the sub-station and did ma-
jor damage in the 1980s. Sadly, after
96 years, sub-station #l was decom-
missioned and demolished in 2006. By
that time there were five sub-stations in
town, and only one was needed. Now a
parkette graces the corner of Concession
Street and Park Ave where the iconic
transformer station once stood.

BRANDSOURCE

Staste’s

HOME FURNISHINGS

616 Broadway Street, Tillsonburg, ON N4G 3S9
(519) 842-4981 « stubbes.ca

W Canadian-owned since 1963 Proudly supporting Canadian manufaciurers. W

(ANHS PHOTO)
The sub-station at the corner of Park Ave and Concession Street was an integral part of
the town’s early electricity infrastructure. Built in 1910, the building was damaged when a
car crashed into it in the 1980s. It was decommissioned and demolished in 2006.
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The ice house was once a Tlllsonburg landmark

JOAN WESTON

Post Contributor

I had a most challenging time trying to
discover where the ice house and dwelling
actually stood beside Lake Lisgar and when
it burned down!

In 1910, Herbert Snell purchased the
ice house and related equipment from the
Crawford Lumber Co., which had cut ice on
Lake Lisgar since 1900. Bob Snell started
working for his father at the age of 12, in
1912. After 1905, well-to-do families had
iceboxes in their kitchens. Gradually, ev-
ery home acquired an icebox, necessitating
a visit from the ice man’s horse and wagon
almost every day.

Generally, it would be the last week in
January before the lake was frozen deep
enough to start the ice harvest. Lake Lisgar
provided a high quality of clear ice because
it was spring water. At first, many men were
employed for the ice harvest, as all of the la-
bour was done by hand. When the ice house
was full, the harvest ended.

The workers would make sure about an
acre of ice was clear of snow. Betty Lou
(Horlick) Ireland remembers that in her day
(1940s) she and other children would try to
skate on that lovely patch of clear ice, only
to be gruffly chased off it by annoyed men
who didn’t want blade marks in the ice. A
horse-drawn ice plow used to cut grooves
on the frozen lake surface. The cutting dogs
were like a plow, each one going down a
quarter-inch deeper than the one ahead, like
a plow. It would take five or six passes to
get down six feet. By 1932, gasoline engines
had replaced horses. The circular saw blade
was driven by an adapted 1917 Model T
Ford motor. Bert Newman worked in the ice
harvest in 1922, and he describes the pro-
cess from this point on: “...we would go out

Celebraling Tillsonburg's
200 year anniversary

Thank you To The communily who
conlinue To make it a wonderful
place To live and work!
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In the days before refrigerators, an ice house was a necessity to store ice for ice boxes in
homes. Ice was delivered to homes by horse and wagon every day to replenish the frozen
fuel. Tillsonburg’s ice house was on the shore of Lake Lisgar, and stored ice cut from the
lake in the winter. It burned down in 1953, two years after it ceased operation.

there with big one-handled cross-cut saws.
We would saw down into the ice, cutting out
big blocks of ice; then [we’d] give the blocks
a crack, and they’d break loose. We would
take long pike poles and draw the blocks
down open channels to the ice house.”

The workers would use a giant pair of
iron tongs to haul the blocks to the chain
link elevator that took the ice blocks up the
bank, across the road and into the ice house.
Horsepower was used to operate this eleva-

tor, but later it was powered by a gasoline
engine. As the ice was stacked higher and
higher inside the ice house, the elevator was
raised up, until the ice was nearly to the roof.
Bert said he worked in the ice house packing
the one-foot thick, 16-inch wide and 30-inch
long ice blocks in sawdust. The ice house
itself was an unpainted, pine wood, sloped-
roof barn that could hold 100 tonnes of ice
within its sawdust-insulated walls.

Bob Snell took over his father’s busi-

ness in 1945. Sometimes the Snells would
hire Margaret (Eades) Horton to sit in the
kitchen at their home on Ridput Street West
so that anyone coming to the Snells’ barn
by Raccoon Alley to get ice could pay her.
Marg said she never checked how much ice
the customers took, she just collected their
money.

The demand from housewives diminished
as they replaced their iceboxes with refrig-
erators, but there was still a great demand
for ice from hotels, area cheese factories
and dairies. However, in 1951 the ice house
ceased operation.

Two years later, on August 6, 1953, the
barn burned down. Jean Dawson and Mi-
chael Pepper both told me about watching
the fire.

An article in the August 3, 1953 Tillson-
burg News stated: “One of the town’s land-
marks, the Snell ice house, burned down this
morning and a nearby house was severely
damaged. A strong breeze fanned the fire
which is suspected to have been caused by
a cigarette butt dropped by transients sleep-
ing in the ice house.... Warning of the fire
first came from Erwin “Pee Wee’ Millard,
driver for Mr. Snell, who spotted the flames
leaping up the southeast corner of the ice
barn.... Other houses in the neighborhood
also were endangered as changing winds
swept red hot cinders across the sky.... Total
damage was estimated at close to $5,000.”
Apparently, the barn smouldered for days
because of all of the sawdust inside it.

The iconic ice house and its business,
which fascinated young boys like Irv Hor-
ton, disappeared. But...the house on the
property, although damaged, was rebuilt
and still stands on the corner of Denton and
Park Ave. I had thought this an urban myth,
but, my sister, Jean Mills, and Michael Pep-
per have convinced me otherwise.
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LAUREL BEECHEY

Post Contributor

A look at Tillsonburg’s first creamery

The next logical step for E.D. to take, even before the big barn
was built, was the development of a creamery where the labours
of the cows could be processed. Unbelievably, there were very
few creameries during this time period and this development of
E.D.’s was welcomed, not only locally, but all over Ontario, with
his products being sent to all the better institutions in Toronto
and beyond.

The creamery was fitted with cream separator, Babcock tes-
ter, modern churns and appliances for sterilization and washing
of bottles and utensils and the packing of toothsome butter. The
churns were run by the same steam machinery used in the barn.

An 1881 reporter for the Tilsonburg Observer will take you on
a tour of his new dairy. “We next proceeded to view the Dairy,
which is a model one. It is in the basement of a brick building —
the engine and boiler being in rooms adjoining. The walls and
floor are all of water-lime cement, and every door and window is
hermetically tight when closed, so that not a breath of air from the
barnyard can enter. The room is thoroughly ventilated, however,
by means of an earthenware pipe one foot in diameter, which ex-
tends from the floor of the dairy underground for a long distance,
and comes to the surface in the middle of a field west of the barns.

“ In this way cool, pure air is always plentiful. Around two
sides of the room, on the floor, is constructed a sort of trough
of brick and water proof cement. At one end of this a two-inch
stream of pure cold water flows in, and at the other end flows out
near the top, so that the trough is always full of running water. In
this trough the deep milk pans are set, and maintained constantly,
summer and winter, at a temperature of about 58 degrees. The
steam churn was at work during our visit, turning out the very
finest quality of butter. Mr. Tillson also sends milk to the Tilson-
burg Branch of the Brownsville Cheese Co., and has built a small
frame building to store his milk every night. One half the floor
of this building is cut away and a deep, sodden trough inserted.
The milk cans are set in this trough and a stream of water turned

hoxl

-
2 b -
—

Annandale Creamery & Barn

(ANHS PHOTO)

When the Annandale Creamery was built by E.D. Tillson in 1881, it was one of few creameries in the area and did a brisk
business. E.D.’s house, what is now Annandale National Historic Site, can be seen in the upper left of the photo.

on, the surplus water flowing off near the top of the cans. By
this means he has kept his milk from Saturday night to Monday
morning, 36 hours, and delivered it at the factory in better condi-
tion than the Monday morning’s milking’s of many patrons.

“The quality of the butter is best indicated by referring to the
fact that 23c per pound is received for all they can make. A good
local milk and cream trade is also enjoyed."

As stated earlier, the need for this creamery was great. The
stock book shows that deliveries were made as far away as Port
Hope Trinity College, Toronto Trinity College, St. Hilda's Col-
lege in Toronto, and the Hospital for Sick Children and its Lake-
side House in Toronto. The Trinity Colleges and Sick Children's
averaged about 400 pounds of butter per month at an approximate
cost of $90.

A good local trade (of dairy products, milk, butter, cream, etc.)
was enjoyed by Annandale Dairies, with each individual account
noted in the Farm Journal. This included E.D.s wife's (Mary
Ann) account for An-nandale House on a daily basis and for any
extras in the event of garden parties etc. [ don't believe a pound of

butter ever slipped through.

“In establishing his model dairy Mr. Tillson has spent more
money than he can make out of it for a number of years; but he has
put Tilsonburg far ahead of most Canadian towns, and even cit-
ies, by making its inhabitants quite independent of the irregular
sources from which their supplies are drawn. To be at all saleable
country butter must now be made up to the standard of Mr. Till-
son’s Creamery, which, we feel assured, will be an excellent one,”
it was written in one report.

For many years the barn and model creamery were subject of
great scrutiny by E.D.’s dairy peers. The Western Dairy Asso-
ciation held a series of meetings in Tilsonburg so the delegates,
hundreds of “practical men’ could visit.

E.D. never missed a trick. Make it practical and simple and
they will come. A simple practical but extravagant idea for the
times was connecting his creamery with the telephone central
office in town so those who desired butter, cream or milk from
the creamery could save themselves a walk by telephoning their
orders.

RHYTHM AUTOMOTIVE

MANUFACTURER OF CRITICAL
AUTOMOTIVE SAFETY PARTS

PROVIDING DRIVERS SAFETY
AND RIDING COMFORT
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JOAN WESTON

Post Contributor

The “grande dame” of all the buildings
around Lake Lisgar was the Tillsonburg
High School, where my father, my aunt, my
uncle, Bill Pratt and many others engaged
in their secondary education.

Previous to 1893, the high school depart-
ment consisted of a principal, one assis-
tant teacher and 40 pupils in two rooms in
an addition to the public school on Rolph
Street. By 1893, there were so many sec-
ondary pupils that the taxpayers of Tillson-
burg voted to erect a separate high school.
E.D. Tillson donated three acres of land at
the southeast corner of Lake Lisgar, with
the eddy as the northern boundary and Lis-
gar Ave. as the eastern boundary.

John Smith’s construction company was
chosen to build the new high school, which
cost $6,500. On Jan. 1, 1894, the “Till-
sonburg High School, stately, elegant and
chaste in exterior, brightly and eloquently
furnished interiorly” opened its doors for
instruction. The school was topped with
a lofty cupola, and had entrances at the
sides, as well as at the front of the building.
The first principal was Mr. A.W. Reaveley.
The school board divided the scholastic
year into three terms, and students were
charged $2 a term.

In the early 1900s, Town Clerk A.E.
Raynes, of the Kensington Art School,
London, England taught drawing at Till-
sonburg High School. In 1902, the high
school cost $2,000 to operate and had an

enrolment of 76 pupils. In 1908 a wing was
added to the west side of the building. In
1922 an east wing was added, containing
the gymnasium, a junior and a senior sci-
ence laboratory and an assembly room. The
gymnasium had a metal pipe frame track/
catwalk around the second- storey level. In
the 1930s, the cadets used the shooting gal-
lery in the attic.

The wooden floors creaked and smelled
just like Rolph Street Public School’s floors.
In the 1940s, Jean Mills and Jack Eacott
both remember walking from Rolph Street
School to the Tillsonburg High School for
special events, such as a puppet show put
on by the high school students.

Jack Neale recalled that science teacher
R.J. Sinclair was quite the character. In
1938 a friend of Jack’s played a prank on
Mr, Sinclair. The friend coated matches
in a clear shellac coating and carried them
with him in hopes that Mr. Sinclair would
ask for a match to light the Bunsen burn-
ers. One day Mr. Sinclair did indeed ask
for a match. When he tried to light the one
Jack’s friend gave him, it wouldn’t light, it
just smoked!

Irv Horton recounts of how in the late
1940s, R.J. Sinclair, the basketball coach,
would open up the door to the science lab
on the second floor, throw one basketball
down to the waiting basketball team and
tell them to practice. An hour later, he
would open up his door and ask for the ball
back because the practice was over.

In January 1947, a three-room frame
annex was built behind the school to ac-

Window . Eavestrough
& Siding CLEANING

COEMIECIAL, BITIDIHTIAL & IHDURTHEAL

CONGRATULATIONS

{ON zoo YEARS;

Professional Cleaning Services
Power washing and window cleaning for
residential, commercial, and industrial properties.

rvwindowcleaning.ca
Window Cleaning: 519-671-2541
Power Washing: 519-318-3569

Tillsonburg’s first high school was by Lake Llsgar

(ANHS PHOTO)

On Jan. 1, 1894, Tillsonburg High School opened its doors to students. Located on the
southeast shore of Lake Lisgar, the school had more than one addition before it closed in
1950. At that time, Annandale High School opened on Tillson Ave.

commodate the new commercial courses.
It seems to me that this annex was a waste
of money, because the high school was so
crowded that a new high school was com-
missioned to be situated on Tillson Ave.
On Sept. 15,1949, Clifford Thomas bought

the Tillsonburg High School property and
all of the buildings on it for $14,000. Thom-
as wanted to see a high-class subdivision
arise on the old Tillsonburg High School
property. Tillsonburg’s first high school
closed its doors for good in June of 1950.

Happy Birthday,

Tillsonburg!
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From a lively dance hall to demolition

JOAN WESTON

Post Contributor

Fred Bushnell, Sr. built a dance hall in
the early 1920s so that his musician son,
Fred Bushnell, Jr. and his band would
have a hall in which to practice and per-
form.

Because other dance halls of the era
were built by water, Fred, Sr. purchased
land by Lake Lisgar to build “The Ever-
greens”. The Bushnells thought The Ev-
ergreens would draw in crowds, but it

(ANHS PHOTO)
The Tillsonburg Dance Hall was built in 1920 adjacent to Lake Lisgar, and beside the pres-
ent outdoor pool and waterpark. The building served as an armoury during the Second
World War and as the town’s first museum. An addition was built into the side of the hill,
creating a basement, which served as an office and the first home for the Tillsonburg Craft
Guild. The building was demolished in 1995.

turned out that the dance hall was popu-
lar mostly in the summers. Therefore, the
building was used as a badminton club, as
well. Fred Bushnell, Jr. recalled playing
his clarinet in The Evergreens in 1928,
when jazz and Dixieland music were all
the rage. Father and son tried to get the big
bands in to perform, but they still didn’t
draw crowds. Fred, Jr. lost his eyesight,
so his father added roller-skating to make
money. He remembered washing off the
wax from the dance floor for the roller
skaters.
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(JEFF HELSDON PHOTO)

The addition that was built on to the dance hall is all that now remains of the structure
that served many purposes for the town’s people over the years. The building is now the

headquarters of the Tillsonburg Rowing Club.

Bert Newman recalled being asked to
install the PA system to furnish music for
roller skating and he said: “...before we
knew it that place was so crowded with
young people you wouldn’t believe it.”
One year later the rink closed. Then, the
building was used solely by the badmin-
ton club, which remained in operation un-
til 1940 or 1941.

In 1941, the Oxford Rifles moved in to
The Evergreens and the dance hall be-
came known as the Tillsonburg Armory.

Sid Card helped to dig a basement un-
derneath the building to house equipment
and supplies. “A frolic night was to be
held on June 25th, 1941 to furnish and
redecorate the building....There was a pa-
rade of soldiers with two bands, a softball
game and a monster bingo. Tickets for the
entertainment were 3 for 25 cents.”

During the war years the members of
the Oxford Rifles engaged in physical
training and went on parade in the build-
ing, which shook the floor alarmingly.
The army vacated the building at the end
of the war in 1945.

From 1945 to the 1960s, various clubs
held dances in the “Armory”. Jean Mills,
nee Dawson, who grew up on Gowrie
Street near the lake, could hear the music
and laughing emanating from the build-
ing at night during these dances.

In the 1950s, Jack Eacott and others re-
vived and re-organized the Tillsonburg
Teen Town Dances which were held, fit-
tingly, in the old dance hall. They used
78 RPM records on a portable record
player, and had an illuminated crescent
moon glowing from a hanging box. Boys
stood on one side of the dance floor trying
to summon up the courage to ask a girl
among those standing on the other side.
The music consisted in part of popular
sentimental love songs with goofy lyrics.
Couples dancing on the creaking hard-
wood floor in the semi-darkened room had
ample opportunity to get close and engage
in groping and intimacy. The feature song
was always “In the Mood” by Glen Miller,
played near the end of the dance.

In the early 1960s, the Lions Club used
the building as a community centre. An
office for Director John Hunter was add-
ed to the east side of the old dance hall.
Also, the newly-formed historical soci-

ety held their meetings in this office in
March of 1972. With the completion of
the new Community Centre Complex on
Hardy Ave., the Evergreens/Armory was
once again vacant. With interest in local
history running high because of the 1972
Town Centennial, the time seemed ripe
for a museum.

On June 21st, 1972 the historical soci-
ety started moving its artifacts into the
old community centre. On July 4th, 1973,
Victor Tillson cut the ribbon to officially
open the Tillsonburg District Historical
Museum. The stump puller was set up
near Ross Street at first, but the neigh-
bours complained so much about how aw-
ful it looked that it was moved up and over
closer to the lake. I presume the town hall
bell was moved from its home by the band
shell to in front of the museum for the of-
ficial opening of the museum.

Eventually, the museum needed more
programming space for school children
doing crafts, etc., so the board applied for
and received a WINTARIO grant in the
1980s to add a room behind John Hunt-
er’s office and to dig a basement out of the
hill. The basement was also used by the
newly-formed Tillsonburg Craft Guild for
its painting group and local spinners and
weaving group.

The museum had to move its premises
when the addition was put onto Annan-
dale House in the late 1980s. It took until
September 1990 for the museum to pack
up and move most of its collection to the
new location at Annandale National His-
toric Site. However, on June 12, 1987,
when the news of the museum vacating
the building was made public, the Till-
sonburg Rowing Club, The Optimists and
Theatre Tillsonburg eyed the old dance
hall as a possible home for their activities.
The rowing club saw the space as a place
to store equipment and train members.

Town council ordered an engineering
study of the building, and after much con-
troversy, it was decided that it would cost
too much money to bring The Evergreens
up to code. Sadly, the 73-year-old dance
hall was demolished around 1995. What
does remain is Summer Place, the addi-
tions made to the museum in the 1980’s,
where the Tillsonburg Rowing Club has
been housed ever since.
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The mystery of Gibson House is solved

JOAN WESTON

Post Contributor

When I conducted my first research on Gibson
House years ago, all of the material I read de-
clared that Gibson House was built after the flood
of April 27, 1937. Recently, I read on the Town’s
Heritage Listings website that Gibson House was
constructed in 1933. I set out to solve the mystery
by looking at issues of the “Tillsonburg News”
for 1933 and 1934.

Mystery solved! An article on Aug. 3, 1933
stated that at a special meeting held on Friday
night of July 27 “a comprehensive report of the
changes and improvements necessary to put Till-
sonburg’s fire protection system in an up-to-date
and satisfactory condition” was submitted by En-
gineer D.H. Fleming of Toronto. Since repairing
the old pumphouse and turbine would be too ex-
pensive and too hazardous, Fleming recommend-
ed that the town “build a new pumphouse with
intake, screen well, electric-driven centrifugal
pump direct connected and a duplicate unit run
by a gasoline motor.”

Fleming, after careful consideration, had al-
ready chosen a site for a new pumphouse on the
southeast side of the lake by the swimming hole.
Fleming also recommended that the old intake
(the present weir) should be maintained as a relief
overflow for use in flood season. The overall cost
of a new pumphouse and extending the mains on
Simcoe Street would be $30,000, which would be
less than fixing the old pumphouse.

The council then declared a recess and they all
went to examine the old pumphouse! When the
meeting was resumed, council unanimously ad-
opted Engineer Fleming’s report.

On Aug. 25, council accepted all of the lowest
bids of the tenders. Work on the pumphouse was
expected to start in a few days, but it would take
four to six weeks before the mains would be laid.

Unfortunately, the decision to take the lowest
bid for the construction of the pumphouse proved
to be disastrous. At the council meeting just prior
to Nov. 15, 1933 Engineer Fleming had submitted
the following letter: “Re St. Clair Contracting Co.
Ltd., pump-house construction. This is to certify
that in my opinion the above work is unnecessar-
ily delayed, that the contractor is wilfully violat-
ing certain conditions and covenants of this con-
tract or is executing the same in bad faith and that
the time for completion will expire on Nov. 15....
It is in order to serve the contractor with a written

notice to discontinue this portion of the work and
to make other arrangements for its completion.”

At the meeting Fleming, declared that over
30 mistakes were made at the pumphouse. G.G.
Reid of St. Clair Contracting intimated that if his
company be relieved of the job, that legal action
would be taken, to which Mayor Sutch replied
that his mind could not be changed by threats.

A long and lively discussion ensued after the
following motion was moved: “...in accordance
with this council’s resolution of Nov. 7 and clause
56 of the general conditions of the contract, the
St. Clair Contracting Co. Ltd. be notified to
discontinue all work on the pump-house.” The
motion was carried, as was this next motion: ...
engineer be instructed to take personal charge of
the work at the pumphouse and employ men to
complete the work according to plans and spec-
ifications.”

I searched the “Tillsonburg News” editions
until December of 1934, but I could find no ref-
erences to the completion of the pumphouse or
the completion of the mains on Simcoe Street.
can only assume that all work was completed by
sometime in 1934.

The new pumphouse was a one-storey square
building. The basement was of poured ce-
ment, while the main section was covered with
multi-shaded rust and brown bricks. The interior
of the main floor was a wide-open square room,
and the basement was a half basement.

Council bought the house across the road from
the new pumphouse for Harry Wood and his fam-
ily, which is still there. When there was a fire,
someone phoned Wood and he would run across
the road and switch on the electric pump.

The day before the dam broke on April 27,
1933, Wood operated the pumps in the fire pro-
tection pumphouse to help lower the level of the
lake. “The pumps, working at capacity of about
1,340 gallons per minute, sent the water down-
town through the system of mains, and three hy-
drants were wide open on Broadway from early
Monday morning until about 6 o’clock on Tues-
day morning.”

In the 1950’s, the government decided that all
public buildings were required to use a special
type of electric motor. The town had to remove
the pumphouse’s old motors, which worked per-
fectly, to install the new ones. Unfortunately,
when the next fire happened, the new motors
didn’t work! Another system was devised to pro-
vide water for fire protection and the pumphouse

A CHANGING STREETSCAPE

The streetscape of Tillsonburg has changed dramatically since the town was incorporat-
ed in 1872. This photograph is looking towards the west and the two houses would have
been on Lisgar Avenue with the tracks crossing the street. The large house, no longer
standing, was originally the home of L.C. Sinclair, who married E.D. Tillson’s daughter
Catherine Marilla. The house also served as the Legion until it was demolished.

(ANHS PHOTO)

(ANHS PHOTO)

Best known as a building for the local Scouts, Gibson House was originally built as a
pump house for the town’s water system. It was turned over the Scouts in 1960 as a base

for their water-based activities.

was no longer used.

In 1960, the town gave the pumphouse to the
three Scout troops to use as a headquarters, and
as a base for all their water activities. Don Baxter
told me that in 1960 he and members of the 5th
Kipling Rover Crew worked for weeks and weeks
to remove the two malfunctioning motors, and
two sets of pipes and pumps from the basement
of Gibson House. The motors were mounted on
two cement slabs 8’ long, 3’-4’ wide and 1’1 1/2'
thick. One set of pipes had brought water in from
the lake, and the other set had sent it out into the
mains for the fire hydrants.

In tribute to Walter Gibson’s long support of

the Boy Scout movement, locally and provincial-
ly, the second pumphouse was dedicated to him
by the Boy Scouts on Nov. 16, 1968.

Floyd Marshall spent 40 years in Gibson House
doing various things for both the Scouts and Sea
Scouts. The Sea Scouts no longer occupy the
building.

In 2013, Gibson House was repaired and im-
proved with money from an Ontario Community
Infrastructure Improvement Fund. New ener-
gy-efficient lighting and windows were installed.
Repairs were made to the foundation. The build-
ing was made wheelchair accessible and the park-
ing lot was made larger.

‘Proud te be a part
of this wmmm:ty

DR. JONATHAN ARNEL
Optometrist

‘Keep your werld in focus

Trusted vison care for every stage of your life!

32 Harvey St., Tillsonburg, ON
drjonathang7@gmail.com
tel (519) 842-5291
fax (519)842-3296
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Tillson Oats and Tillsonburg’s claim to fame in the
breakfast kitchens of the nation

PATTY PHELPS, Curator Emerita &
KATHLEEN WATKIN, ANHS Program Coordinator

Tillson’s Pan Dried Oats was the patented name
for one of the products produced by the Tillson
Company Limited, which also made cornmeal,
peameal, barley flakes, and various types of flour.
According to family legend, E.D. Tillson began
making oatmeal for a very personal reason: in
1869, he survived typhoid fever but was left with a
“bowel complaint” for which his doctor prescribed
eating oatmeal every day for breakfast.

Quick
Coo Fu‘fnq

(CONTRIBUTED PHOTO)
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In 1873, Tillsonburg’s first oatmeal mill began
production. In 1886, a major fire destroyed the
mill, but by August 1888, a larger, rebuilt mill
opened and could produce 250 barrels a day, run-
ning 24 hours with three shifts of workers. By
1900, Tillson’s Pan-dried Oatmeal was sold world-
wide and had won multiple gold medals at trade
and agricultural fairs like the C.N.E. and World’s
Fair. A Michigan newspaper in 1892 even claimed,
“Tillsonburg, Ontario, was as synonymous with
oatmeal as Milwaukee was with beer!” — earning
the town the nickname “Pan-Dried Town” long
before it became known for tobacco.

In 1910, after E.D. Tillson’s passing, the Tillson
Company joined The Canadian Cereal and Mill-
ing Company Limited, merging with nine other
mills in Ontario and Quebec to reduce competi-
tion. Tillson’s Pan-dried Oatmeal continued to be
produced in Tillsonburg, but now the boxes listed
the newly formed company.

By 1914, The Canadian Cereal and Milling
Company was bought out by the Canadian Cereal
and Flour Mills Company, and oatmeal produc-
tion in Tillsonburg continued under the new name.
Then, in 1917, the Quaker Company of Canada
acquired the business after a fire destroyed their
Peterborough mill. This purchase gave Quaker
control of over 12 mills in Ontario and Quebec, in-
cluding Tillsonburg. While oatmeal was still made
locally, it was packaged as Quarter Oats, now us-
ing the Tillson Pan-dried process. Gradually, the
Tillson name disappeared from the boxes, and was
replaced by the Quaker Oats brand.

As part of their promotional materials, Tillson’s
Quick Cooking Rolled Oats Box had recipes print-
ed on them. These are the three recipes that were
found on the 1900’s oat box.

Tillson's Prunc JPudding

4 cups of water

1 cup of milk

2 cups Tillson’s Oats (Quaker Quick Oats)
1 cup of Prunes, quartered

% teaspoon cinnamon

Y2 teaspoon nutmeg

salt

1/3 cup of sugar

1. Boil the water and salt to taste

2. Add Tillson’s Oats to the boiling water and
cook for 2 1/2 minutes.

3. Remove cook oats from heat

4. Add prunes, sugar, spices and milk

5. Cook for %2 an hour in a double boiler or bake
in a hot oven for 20 minutes

6. Serve hot or cold with or without milk.

Tillson’s Crisp Cookics
3 cups of Tillson’s oats (Quaker Quick Oats)
1 cup of brown sugar
1 cup of butter
1 cup of flour
1 teaspoon soda
Y cup of boiling water.
Optional: nuts, raisins, chocolate chips.

1. Mix the Tillson Oats with the sugar and flour

2. Add the melted butter and mix well

3. Dissolve the soda in boiling water and add
to mixture

Optional: Added chocolate chips or raisins

5. From the dough into a roll and chill thorough-
ly

6. Slice thin and bake at a moderate oven for 5 to
10 minutes. (We baked a 3750 for 7 minutes
on a dark cookie sheet)

Tillson's Molasses Pudding

1 % cups of Tillson’s Oats (Quaker Quick Oats)
1 Y cups of scalded milk

1 cup of molasses

2 eggs, beaten

% teaspoon cinnamon

Y teaspoon allspice

1 cup of chopped raisins, dates or figs

1. Cook the oatmeal

2. Add the scalded milk to the oatmeal and mix
until the mixture is lump free

3. Add beaten eggs

4, Add molasses

5. Add spices

6. Add chopped raisins, dates or figs

7. Pour onto a greased baking dish and bake
in a slow oven (300 degrees) for about 40
minutes or until firm

8. Serve hot or cold, plain or with milk or
cream.

Honouring 200 years of tradition and growth

in the Town of Tillsonburg — congratulations
on this remarkable milestone.

Nestled on 33 acres of rolling countryside,

Elm Hurst Inn & Spa has been a southwestern
Ontario landmark since 1872.

415 Harris Street, Ingersoll | 519.485.5321 | elmhurstinn.com
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Enjoy a full day of family fun celebrating the
settlement that became the Town of Tillsonburg

MEMORIAL PARK 12:00 PM - 5:00 PM

Opening Ceremonies

ANNANDALE with Ingersoll Pipe Band (45 minute performance)
o€ WLAUGH), Great Canadian Lumberjack Show
©7 ansoisma 3 Shows | 1:00 PM, 2:30 PM & 4:00 PM

Commercial & Industrial

Pioneer Experience Zone
ENBR'DGE *  Petting Zoo

« Wagon Rides

+  Pottery, Woodworking & Forging

@rqssmere Demonstrations
COMSTRUCTION LTD. ° Sapllng Giveaway
] ' .'1|_ ;| 'r-.r.--." 7
. & L Vil Cllcll, Market
B R{’W"‘F nas . 35 Vendors; 7 Food Trucks: 3 Authors

metrO PLUS these special events...
S C h 1) l ten Scouts Pancake Breakfast

enwirenmental 800 AM to 1200 PM
Lions Auditorium | 45 Hardy Ave.

Commemorative Tree Planting
Tillsonburg and Disdricd 10:30 AM
Historical Annandale NHS | 30 Tillson Ave.

Fireworks in Memorial Park
Dusk (approx. 7:30 PM)

honburg._ca/ fou.ndersfe.;st f
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Kinsmen spearhead building Tillsonburg’s first pool

JOAN WESTON

Post Contributor

There was a day when Tillsonburg didn’t
have a swimming pool.

In the early 1940s, there were three swim-
ming holes in Lake Lisgar. The main one
was where Gibson House is now. There was
a diving tower in the lake and lifeguards on
the shore. On the Civic Holiday in August of
1929, the feature event of the aquatic sports
was a three-mile marathon swimming race,
open to all. Of the 12 amateur and profession-
al swimmers competing, Tillsonburg’s Percy
Heyd captured second prize.

There was also a swimming hole frequent-
ed by Bert Newman and his friends where the
community dock is now, and a third one at
“the point”, used mainly by people on the east
side of the lake, which is where the bridge is
now.

At the May 28th, 1946 meeting of the Till-
sonburg Kinsmen Club, President D.E. Willits
stated, “It is two weeks ago tonight (May14)
that two drownings occurred in our town. I do
not think these would have been necessary if
we had had the proper swimming facilities in
Tillsonburg. Most of us have families growing
up, and there is very little recreation in Till-
sonburg for them. It is felt that a swimming
pool is needed in Tillsonburg.”

That night the Kinsmen unanimously de-
cided to sponsor a swimming pool in Till-
sonburg as a community war memorial.
Combined with the swimming pool would be
a wading pool for small children. After this
meeting, the club met with the members of

the Tillsonburg Parks Commission and the
two groups also visited Tillsonburg Memorial
Park and inspected the site at the rear of the
Armory (since demolished) where the club
planned to construct the pool. The Kinsmen
Club decided to set the objective of the fund-
raising campaign at $30,000. My father, John
F. Weston, was appointed as the architect for
the construction of the facility.

Over the next two years, the Kinsmen re-
ceived funds from the citizens of Tillsonburg
and sports teams, as well as a $7,000 grant
from town council. In the spring of 1948, Jack
Eacott’s father was in charge of the afterwork
gang of volunteers who turned up to dig out
the hole for the swimming pool by hand. Both
Kinsmen and tradesmen worked feverishly to
have the pool ready for business on Dominion
Day, 1948. On June 27, the Kinsmen Club had
a buffet supper at the pool and adjourned early
to work on it. They started to pour the con-
crete for the wading pool that night.

Members of the Kinsmen Club and civic of-
ficials worked all night to be able to open the
new community pool at 9 a.m. on July 1, 1948.
Mary Jane Crosby was the first bather to enter
the pool. Bathers were lined up in two rows
across the park to the road waiting for the pool
to open that afternoon.

A crowd of more than 500 people attended
the swim show and dance on Aug. 2, 1948 for
the official opening of the new Community
Swimming Pool.

On Sept. 30, 1948, an article in the “Till-
sonburg News” gave the following statistics
about the new community pool: total receipts
$759.77 from 588 children tickets and 24

(CONTRIBUTED PHOTO)
Members of the Kinsmen Club dug out the
original Kinsmen Pool by hand in 1958.
This photo, taken shortly after it opened,
shows the original layout of the pool.

adult tickets; net profit $268.79; cost of pool
$40,142.88. By August of 1949, the daily at-
tendance at the pool averaged 300, with a re-
cord-setting 775 attending on one day!

In 1950 or 1954, the Tillsonburg Parks and
Recreation Commission took over the pool,
but the Kinsmen Club still hired all of the
workers and was still connected with it. At
the beginning of October 1956, employees
from the Gilvesy Construction Company
started work on the new Kinsmen interme-
diate swimming pool, which was to measure
26’x36’, be two feet in depth, with a six-foot
apron around the outside. The major cement
work was completed that fall. The new in-
termediate pool was completed for the 1957
swimming season.

On Jan. 28th, 1972, the Kinsmen Club
turned over ownership of the outdoor pool to
the town. Town council agreed to continue to
operate the facility as long as it was feasible

to do so.

By the early 1990s the pool needed repairs.
In 1993 a questionnaire was put in the “Till-
sonburg News” about whether or not citizens
wanted to keep the outdoor pool: The re-
sults were 80 per cent of those questionnaires
which were handed in were in favour of keep-
ing the facility. In 1994, the Water Park Proj-
ect was conceived. The Tillsonburg Kinsmen
Club and Lions Club each raised $100,000
for the project, and then jointly gave another
$25,000 to help pay for a 187-inch water slide.
Parks and Recreation contributed $77,230.
Provincial and federal grants covered the re-
maining two-thirds of the cost of converting
the old Kinsmen Community Pool to a new
water park, which included a play area and
picnic area. The first full season of operation
occurred in 1996.

By 2019, the slide at the Waterpark was
deemed unsafe, and the future of the facility
was in jeopardy. Once again, the townspeo-
ple supported the continuation of the Lake
Lisgar Waterpark. Since 2019 the town has
received several provincial and federal grants
to install a new water slide in 2020; to build
the Memorial Park Splash Pad in 2022; and to
renovate the change house, paint its exterior
with a pirate theme and tear down the original
canteen and replace it with a much larger one
in 2023-2024.

The Lake Lisgar Water Park has been in
operation for 29 years. Although, being out-
doors, its revenue is completely dependent on
weather conditions. People come from as far
away as London to have fun by the shores of
Lake Lisgar!

Looking back at the Tillsonburg Community Centre

SARAH LISE
ANHS Summer Student

The Tillsonburg Community Cen-
tre (TCC) is a fundamental part of
many residents' daily lives in town.
It’s home to the indoor pool, arenas,
fitness club, various meeting rooms,
and the Senior Centre. The commu-
nity centre is a hub for bringing peo-
ple together and fostering relation-
ships between Tillsonburg residents,
new and old. As we head into Till-
sonburg's 200th anniversary, we look
back on how this facility has evolved
throughout the years

Before the community centre on
Hardy Avenue existed, there was one
on the shores of Lake Lisgar. Built by
Fred Bushnell Sr., in the early 1920s,
the building originally served as a re-
hearsal space for his son, musician,
Fred Jr., and his band. Known as "Ev-
ergreen's Dance Hall", or more com-
monly "Evergreens", it was a modest
stone and wood barn-like building,
that had many different functions
over the years. The building was
used as a roller-skating rink, a bad-
minton club, an armory during World
War Two, and as the home of the Li-
ons Club Community Centre before
becoming the town’s first museum.
When all museum operations moved
to Annandale House in the 1980s, the
original community centre and mu-

seum was abandoned and eventually
demolished around 1995.

By the late 1960s, it was clear Till-
sonburg needed a larger, more versa-
tile space. The town had a need for a
bigger complex with more amenities,
such as larger meeting rooms and
more space for ice sports and aquat-
ics. The town wanted a space that
could facilitate activities for families
and citizens of all ages. However, to
turn this new dream complex into re-
ality, the town needed money.

The town’s fundraising campaign
slogan was, “Please put the U in Com-
mUnity Centre!” Clubs in Tillsonburg
pulled through and fundraised large
amounts for the construction of the
new complex. The Tillsonburg Lions
Club pledged $100,000 for the Lions
auditorium. The Lions also contrib-
uted ideas for the new community
centre. The Kinsmen Club promised
$50,000 towards the construction of
an indoor pool. The Kinsmen fund-
raised through a 48-hour flagpole
sitting event, where a Kinsmen par-
ticipant held onto or sat on a flagpole
for 48 hours to raise money. The Ro-
tary Club also pledged $25,000 to
the Senior Wing of the building. An-
nandale High School and Glendale
High School raised funds by selling
chocolate bars and hosting sports
games buyouts. It is remarkable how

the community united together to
achieve their fundraising goals.

With the fundraising completed,
the new complex was built. A mo-
mentous achievement for the Town
of Tillsonburg, the opening cere-
mony rose to the occasion! The new
Tillsonburg Community Centre offi-
cially opened on November 1, 1972.
Governor General Roland Michener
and his wife, Norah Willis Michener,
attended the ceremony. Hundreds of
town residents gathered outside the
Community Centre on the big day
to hear the Governor General speak
and to see the ribbon cut to mark the
official opening. Following the cere-
mony, there was a 10-day open house
to celebrate the fundraising efforts of
the community, which included free
activities like bingo, swimming les-
sons, as well as song and dance per-
formances.

Today, the TCC remains a staple of
the community. With the indoor pool
renovations finished in 2025, aquatic
activities are better than ever and ac-
cessible to more residents. People of
all ages continue to enjoy the many
amenities. The complex is a remind-
er of how the Town of Tillsonburg
was able to come together as a com-
munity to make their goal of a new
community centre for everyone come
true.

(ANHS PHOTO)
This photo shows the Tillsonburg Community Centre while it was under
construction in the early 1970s. The building was built with contribu-
tions from many local service clubs.

(JEFF HELSDON PHOTO)

The Tillsonburg Community Centre as it stands today with the recent
upgrades done to the pool. Several renovations have taken place over
the years.
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(JASON PANKRATZ PHOTO)

This early photo shows the cenotaph in its original location in front of the old town hall.

The cenotaph was unveiled in 1929.

DR. JASON PANKRATZ

Post Contributor

Tillsonburg citizens answered the call when Can-
ada went to war during the 20th century. Everyone
within the community knew of a family member of
their’s, or from another family who was a veteran.
Some served overseas, some at home, some came
home, while others did not. In modern times, the
veteran population is not as visible. No matter their
service, age or ability, they have always been sup-
ported by Tillsonburg Varnavair Royal Canadian
Legion Branch 153.

Tillsonburg honoured returning citizen veter-
ans by giving them a token of appreciation from
the town. World War One veterans received a lapel
medal and Second World War veterans were giv-
en bookends; each personally inscribed with their
name. These have become collectables for their
families as well as collectors of Tillsonburg arti-
facts.

Members of the Tillson family also served. In
particular, Marguerite VanNorman Sinclair, E.D.
Tillson’s granddaughter, served as a nursing sis-
ter in World War One. Marguerite completed her
nurses training at Farrand Training School Harper
Hospital in Detroit, Michigan, prior to the war. She
then traveled to England and France and worked
in hospitals caring for sick and wounded soldiers.

And, famously (or infamously) Tillson Lever
Harrison, E.D. Tillson’s grandson, fought for both
the United States and Canadian armies prior to
World War One, was in the Philippines, completed
a medical degree in 1907 in Canada, fought in Tex-
as and Mexico, went to the Caribbean and South
America. He served with the Royal Navy from
1941 to 1946 and then devoted his life to being a
doctor for Chinese peasants.

Life at home in Tillsonburg reflected the common
struggles of the war years, like other communities.
Rationing was in place. Ration cards were issued
and enforced when purchasing items such as sugar/
butter, meat, and gasoline. Scrapping and recycling
programs became part of the war effort. And some-
thing vastly different from today, Tillsonburg spe-
cifically raised money during World War One for
the Canada Cigarette & Tobacco Fund. This fund
sent cigarettes and tobacco to soldiers overseas.

The Tillsonburg Legion Branch 153 officially
gained its charter in 1929. The cenotaph or Sol-
dier’s Memorial, on Broadway, was constructed
and unveiled on November 11, 1929. It was funded
by the Tillsonburg Lions Club at a cost of $3,880.

World War One veterans met in a myriad of dif-
ferent spaces in the post-war years. In 1946, the Le-
gion purchased the Sinclair House on Lisgar Ave-
nue from the Tillson estate. After the Second World
War, the branch’s membership increased, and a
new building was required. The current Legion, on
Durham Street, was built by the membership and
opened in 1970. Not all Legions have a moniker or
associated name, but Tillsonburg’s branch is called
“Varnavair”, This stands for Veterans of the Army,
Navy and Air.

I've been criticized for my articles that often fo-
cus on veterans from World War One and Two. A
number of our community members have served
our country in various world arenas, in historical
and modern contexts, and in all types of service. It
must be remembered that our Legion welcomes and
supports all veterans. Additionally, Tillsonburg has
become home to many men and women of various
ages, countries, conflicts, acts and areas of service.

Tillsonburg honours and remembers our veter-
ans well. Look around our community and you can
see many examples of ways we remember. Military
graves and crosses in the cemetery, the veteran
banner program, Veteran’s Memorial Walkway,
and particularly, our cenotaph ceremonies on Can-
ada Day and especially, November 11, Remem-
brance Day.

[ recently asked a friend of mine, a veteran, who
moved to Tillsonburg several years ago, what Till-
sonburg meant to him. His initial responses are cli-
ched; a beautiful town, easy to navigate and a good
community of people and opportunities. Then he
said, as a veteran originally from another commu-
nity, he felt welcome as a comrade at our Legion.
During his first visit to the Legion canteen, he was
immediately welcomed and introduced to people.
In time, he had his membership transferred to our
branch and became involved in activities. And then
he proudly stated that he loves Tillsonburg because
the community does not forget their veterans. Our
town, for its size, represents, honours and remem-

(JEFF HELSDON PHOTO)

The Tillsonburg Legion, known officially as Branch 153 Varnavair, is a busy hub of activi-
ties, including the veteran’s coffee hour that gives veterans an opportunity to talk to other

veterans in a relaxed environment.

bers those who served better than other larger plac-
es.

Tillsonburg Legion Branch 153 is always looking
for people who want to become involved in the acts
of Remembrance and supporting our veterans and
our community. You do not have to be a veteran
to become a member. If you are a veteran and are

Stay/connected with
friendsiand family %o

looking for support or a place to meet with com-
rades, we provide a safe and welcoming space.
Here we will continue the legacy of the Royal Ca-
nadian Legion, which will celebrate its 100 year
anniversary in 2026. And in 2029, our branch will
celebrate our 100 year history. What a party that
will be!

Congmtulatio.ns Town of
Tillsonburg on 200 years!
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At Norfolk Hearing Clinic, we understand that
your hearing needs are unique, and we take
a personalized approach to develop tailored
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Mary Ann Tillson: The cookbook legacy of E.D’s wife

KATHLEEN WATKIN, ANHS Program Coordinator &
LAUREL BEECHEY, Tillsonburg Historian

Mary Ann Van Norman, born in Nor-
mandale in 1831, was the daughter of
Whiting F. Van Norman and Margaret
McLeach, whose father was a Highland
Scotsman and British soldier from Annan-
dale. In 1850, while visiting her uncle Jo-
seph Van Norman in Dereham Forge (now
Tillsonburg), 19-year-old Mary Ann met
Edwin Delevan Tillson. Their courtship,
famously described as E.D. “courting on
stilts through the snow,” quickly blos-
somed into romance. Within six months,
they were married on July 4, 1850, in a
double ceremony alongside E.D.’s sister
Nancy Jane Tillson at the Tillson fami-
ly homestead. The event, complete with
white lawn dresses, a sunrise ceremony
overlooking Otter Creek, and a wedding
breakfast before traveling to London, On-
tario, remains a cherished part of Tillson-
burg’s local history.

After their wedding, Mary Ann and
E.D. first lived in a house on London
Street, where their first child, Nancy Mar-
garet (“Maggie”), was born in 1851. As
their family grew, they moved into a larg-
er home on Oxford Street South in 1853,
which still stands today. Mary Ann man-
aged a bustling household, raising seven

children (Maggie, Catherine, Fred, Ben-
jamin, Hattie, George, and Edwin) while
also caring for the broader Tillson work-
force—baking for up to 200 mill workers
each week. While the Tillson children
often worked in the family business, they
sometimes struck out on their own before
returning. Despite the challenges, the
family remained close, cherishing sum-
mers together at their cottage on Lake
Muskoka.

Despite E.D. Tillson’s powerful pres-
ence, Mary Ann was never overshad-
owed. She was strong, capable, and deeply
respected for her own contributions. E.D.
himself credited much of their family’s
success to her partnership and support,
noting in 1892 that she “advised and
shared all the burden of life with me, and
to her is due a great share of our success
in life and the comforts of a pleasant and
comfortable home.” Her great-grandson
described her as “the power behind the
throne,” a small but formidable woman
who ran a tight but welcoming household.
She balanced high standards with warmth
and generosity, remembered for her love
of life and community spirit—chartering
trains for Sunday school picnics, leading
berry-picking excursions, hosting Fourth
of July and Confederation celebrations,

-
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Mary Ann Tillson. (ANHS PHOTO)
the Queen’s Birthday, and elegant lawn
teas.

Mary Ann Tillson passed away in the
fall of 1911. According to the Tillsonburg
Observer: “Early on Sunday morning last
(October 29, 1911), the death occurred at
the family residence of Mary Ann Van
Norman, relic of the late E.D. Tillson, one
of our oldest and most highly respected
citizens. The Deceased, who was in her
83rd year, had been a patient invalid for
the past 3 years and death was not unex-
pected.” Her gravestone reads, “She Hath
Done What She Could,” a verse from
Mark 14:8, reflecting the belief that while
none of us can do everything, she truly did
all she could.

One of Mary Ann’s last legacies is her
participation in the well-known Canadian
Home Cookbook of 1877. Her recipes ap-
peared under her initials, M.A.T.

Annandale NHS is very lucky to have
a copy of this cookbook containing Mary
Ann Tillson’s recipes. Here are some of

her favourites.

Opster Soup

Take a quart of water, one teacup of but-
ter, one pint of milk, two teaspoons of salt,
four crackers rolled fine and one teaspoon
of pepper; bring to a full boiling heat as
soon as possible, then add one quart of
oysters; let the whole come to boiling heat
quickly and remove from fire.

Tongue Toast
Mince very fine a cold boiled tongue.
Mix it with milk and to every % pint of
this mixture allow the well-beaten yolks
of 2 eggs. Add salt and pepper to taste.
Simmer on the stove for a minute or two
and pour it over hot butter toast.

Jotato Salad

Slice cold boiled potatoes; almonds
blanched and quartered; hickory nuts if
liked (both may be omitted). A very small
quantity of chopped onions; pour over this
any good salad dressing, not too much,
and garish with shopped parsley; cold
boiled beets, sliced lemon and anchovies,
may be added to the salad, if liked,

@ine Sance
Two teacups of sugar, one teacup of but-
ter; stir to a cream; beat two eggs very
light and stir all together; add one teacup
of wine; mix and set on top of kettle of
boiling water. It must not be put on the
stove, nor boiled.

TFetlicd Veat
Boil the veal tender; pick it up fine, put
in a mould, add water it was boiled in, and
set in a cold place; season with salt and
pepper to taste; a layer of hard-boiled eggs
improves it.

Ten Cent Pudding

Mix together in bowl: 1 teacup golden
syrup, 2 teacups currants, 3 teacups flour,
1 teacup suet; 1 % cup sweet milk, 1 tea-
cup almonds, ' teacup of brandy, Y tea-
cup soda [baking]. Put in your pudding
bag [cloth or animal intestine]. Steam for
3 hours.

'HAPPY 200™
TILLSONBURG! .

Here’s to celebrating twb cehturies
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people who make this town so special.
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Jarred Mansfield was vital in preservmg town’s hlstory

LARISSA MCCABE
ANHS Summer Student

With retelling the tales of Tillsonburg,
youw’d be hard pressed to overlook Jerred
Israel Mansfield in both the town’s history
and the history of preserving town history.

Mansfield is remembered for his instru-
mental collecting and preserving of Till-
sonburg’s past, particularly with his sig-
nificant emphasis on military history from
World War I. Much of our town’s history is
thanks to Mansfield’s hard work and ded-
ication to encapsulate the memories past,
just as we are today, memorializing Man-
sfield for Tillsonburg’s 200th anniversary.

Born as the second child to Charles M.
and Mary Mansfield in 1893, Jerred Man-
sfield was raised on a small family farm
in South Walsingham, Norfolk County.
When Mansfield was 23 (in the year 1916
- during World War 1), he enlisted to join
the war effort at the Port Rowan recruit-
ing station. Mansfield was sent to fight in
France and throughout his time there, he
kept an extensive trench journal of his dai-
ly life and experiences during the war.

Following the war, Mansfield married
Cenoe McConnell in 1922, and the cou-
ple lived in Tillsonburg. He and Cenoe
transcribed and edited these trench jour-
nals into a full, complete diary, fixing
mistakes and allowing it to be easier to
read. Thanks to the hard work of Annad-
ale National Historic Site volunteer Janet
Whaley, the museum has both a copy of
the physical documents from Mansfield
and digital transcriptions; which we’ll
share some excerpts to get a glimpse into
the past. Following his time in the mili-
tary, Jerred worked as a stationary engi-
neer (janitor) at Tillsonburg District High
School and then Annandale High School.
Cenoe worked as a teacher in town, and
they never had children.

Preserving military history became a
very important thing to Mansfield at this
point in his life, and along with fellow
WWTI veteran, Charles (Charlie) Laister,
they established the Tillsonburg Muse-
um’s outstanding military collection. On
top of this, he acted as a photographer and
made scrapbooks to document the world
around him, as well as the fact that he was
involved in the community’s branch of the
Royal Canadian Legion, the North Broad-
way Baptist Church, and the Annandale
High School.

In an interview with Janet Whaley, she
tells her favourite excerpt from the Man-
sfield diaries being from paragraph 758,
where Jerred Mansfield jumps into an
opened crypt for protection from flying
shells, mentioning that he didn’t mind the
company of the dead people inside the
crypt compared to the bombs outside:

“I went over to the Y.M.C.A. canteen a
half'a mile away at the other end of the vil-
lage and on my way back I heard the high
singing note of oncoming shells. I ducked

in a slight hollow without any feeling of
guilt. Their arrival was announced by a
ringing crash that shook me to my boot
heels. I got up and ran as fast as I could. A
hundred yards away the heavy stone slab
covering a vault was shoved aside and I
dived through the opening, caught the
iron ladder and dropped to the bottom. I
stayed right there until that little show was
over. I am sure the company I was forced
to keep did not bother me in the least.”

Local Tillsonburg historian, Laurel
Beechey, tells her favourite of the Mans-
field diary entries are the ones that remind
readers of the horrors of war and exem-
plify contradictions of the romanticization
of the violence that ensued during these
times, especially because many who ex-
perienced them firsthand did not discuss
or record this part of their life. Beechey’s
favourite entry, as she told Annandale
National Historic Site staff, pages 475
through 482, which detail Mansfield’s
corps making their way through the Bel-
gian hamlet of Wieltje (in Ypres, West
Flanders) and getting bombed. Mansfield
describes:

“To get off the road meant disaster, a
loaded horse would simply sink into the
mud and the chances of getting it out were
about one in ten. The mud cannot be de-
scribed; it was awful. It was a gigantic,
quaking, seething Slimy “Hell” and yet
it was our salvation. It was being heavily
shelled up ahead and it was working down
our way. We could only go a few yards and
stop until the line moved on ahead again
as the gap closed up caused by the shells.
Then it struck us, great howling screeching
shells that tore gaps in that line of men and
animals. Gaping holes suddenly appeared
in the road and fields; geysers of smoke
and earth shot high into the air and the
roadsides were strewn with the remains of
what had once been men. Bodies without
heads and legs were mingled with crip-
pled and dying horses screaming In ago-
ny and shattered equipment was dumped
in heaps everywhere. The noise was be-
yond description, almost beyond concep-
tion. It was like a close clap of thunder
which seemed to split your brain pan and
your head throbbed from the sound. The
ground heaved and shuddered beneath our
feet and the very atmosphere palpitated to
the great detonations. The howl of shells
passing over head gave us the feeling that
the sky was falling. Compared it the roar
of cannon at Waterloo must have sounded
like the popping of fire crackers. Drivers
cursed and tugging on their lead reins
hurried the faster, while some silently
took their turns knowing there was no use
in hurrying.”

As we reflect on Tillsonburg’s history, it
is important to remember the dedication
of people like Mansfield, who shared and
preserved the stories we tell today, be-
cause their hard work is how we have a
town heritage to remember and celebrate.

Missed an issue?

View all past issues online anytime:
www.tillsonburgpost.com

(ANHS PHOTO)

Cele

-=t -lv\
brat

ZOears

From the Lawyers and Staff of

GIBSON BENNETT
GROOM & SZORENYI

36 Broadway, Tillsonburg
(519) 842-3658

r




[ B16 ]

October 9, 2025

Tillsonburg Post - Celebrating Tillsonburg's 200" Anniversary: 1825-2025

Kinsmen Club makes its mark in Tillsonburg

MARY BARTRAM

Post Contributor

In 1920 after being refused membership to
a service club, Hal Rodgers decided to form
his own, all Canadian service club-Kinsmen.
The aim for this service club was to combine
opportunities for fellowship for young men as
well as to serve within their community wher-
ever the needs arose.

When Kinsmen began, women were only al-
lowed at the social events. However, with many
wives helping the men with all their fundrais-
ing and service work, by 1942 a formal struc-
ture was beginning to appear that would even-
tually turn into the ladies’ clubs - Kinettes. The
Kinettes were made an auxiliary of the Kins-
men Clubs but it wasn’t until 1983 that the Ki-
nettes were official registered as a service club
with their own set of house rules.

During the founding years of Kinsmen,
the large service project they contributed to
was raising money to send powdered milk to
Britain, for the children’s fund. In the 196’s
the Kinsmen adopted Cystic Fibrosis as their
national service project and they continue to
serve this cause today.

The beginning Of Tillsonburg Kinsmen

Twenty-five years after Hal started Kinsmen,
the Tillsonburg chapter chartered their first
club with President William Green in 1945.
Today, the club celebrates its 80th year anni-
versary!

The Tillsonburg Kinsmen started serving
the community right away by hand digging
the outdoor pool in 1947 and holding a winter
carnival. They also started their annual turkey
bingo, giving away a new car each year as the
main prize.

As the club grew, they continued giving back
to the town of Tillsonburg providing food ham-
pers every Christmas and distributing them to
families in need, one year giving away 150
hampers!

Serving the community

Over the years the Tillsonburg Kinsmen
have pledged money towards multiple projects
servicing the community;

* $50,000 pledged towards a new indoor pool

in 1971

+ $10,000 donated to the recreation complex
and new senior citizen centre

* $10,000 pledged for the second ice pad in
1976

+$20,000 pledged to the hospital building
fund in 1979

+ $130,000 was pledged for new squash/rac-
quet ball park and senior complex

* $7,500 donated to the Station Arts Centre

* $100,000 was donated to build the Tillson-
burg Soccer Park

The club has also lad and executed on other
community projects;

* The club began the Lake Lisgar Renais-
sance by draining and restocking fish, as
well as constructing a bridge over the Lake.
The Kinsmen continue to tend and main-
tain the fountain in the lake to this day

* Opened a newly-built Participark

* Built a walkway on the old railway bridge

* A community Easter Egg hunt was estab-
lished in 1990 and still continues to this day

To fundraise for the above projects, the Kins-
men held various community events with a few
that remained consistent for many years to help
continue pledging for the town of Tillsonburg;

¢ The Kinsmen hosted their first TV Bingo
in 1971

* ‘Femme Fest’ a ladies’ night out was a sold-
out event for years!

The beginning of Tillsonburg Kinettes

One year after the Tillsonburg Kinsmen
Club was chartered, the first Tillsonburg Ki-
nette club was chartered with Dorothy Free-
man as president in 1946.
Following in the Kinsmen’s footsteps, the
Kinettes began supporting Tillsonburg with
various fundraising events;
* Fashion shows
* Raffles
* Bridge and euchre tournaments
* Magic show
The money raised from the events was put
back into the community via donations to;
* The local library
* Tillsonburg Community Centre
* Meals on Wheels-spearheaded by the Ki-
nettes around 1972

* Annual scholarship for Glendale High
School

» Tillsonburg Hospital

Starting over

In the early 1980s, the Tillsonburg Kinettes
had a membership of over 40 active girls but as
the years progressed the membership declined
to six members and it was decided to hand in
their charter.

Then in 1990, a new Kinette Club was re-
chartered with 23 new members with Mari-
lyn Moody as president. This charter has re-
mained strong since then, and today there is
over 31 ladies in the club.

With an established presence in the commu-
nity and strong active members, the Kinettes
have now been able to raise money on a larger
scale which has allowed larger donations to go
back into the community.

Some annual donations include;

* Food bank

+ Salvation Army

* Scholarships

* Hospital

* Local schools

» Community centre

Two notable events that the Tillsonburg Ki-
nettes have had great success with are ‘Break-
fast with Santa’ and the ‘Princess Ball’.

Breakfast with Santa continues annually
and is the largest event that the Kinettes spon-
sor with well over 600 meals served during
the event! With many community sponsors
for this event, they are able to get their ex-
penses covered so that all profits can go back
into the community, as well as being able to
offer meal vouchers to be handed out for those
in need. The Kinettes also ask for new toys
to be donated for collection during the event
which they take to the Salvation Army for dis-
tribution.

The Princess Ball was another event that the
Kinettes hosted, and for the few years that it
ran it was a wild success. Mothers, daughters
and grandmothers got a chance to get dressed
up for the afternoon and visit with Elsa, Cin-
derella, Belle and other princesses while
drinking tea, eating cupcakes and making
crafts. Unfortunately, after Covid, resurrect-
ing the Princess Ball proved more difficult
than the club was prepared for.

The Kinettes shifted gears and started an
event called ‘Mom Prom’ that has sold out the
last two years.

:‘l‘

(TILLSONBURG KINSMEN PHOTO)

In the days with fewer regulations and insurance requirements, members of the Kinsmen
Club built the bridge over Lake Lisgar. This 1969 photo shows members hard at work.

e

(TILLSONBURG KINSMEN PHOTO)

When Participark was originally built by the Kinsmen in the 1980s, the park featured a
variety of activities visitors could complete while walking through the park. While the park
remains popular, many of the structures for activities have been removed. Members are
seen here working with logs to build one of the activities.
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(TILLSONBURG KINSMEN PHOTO)

The car draw was a one of the Kinsmen Club of Tillsonburg’s annual fundraisers. This
photo from 1965 shows Kinsmen members promoting the draw.

Over 100 years after Hal Rodgers started
Kinsmen, Kin Canada is still going strong and
remains the only Canadian service club that
reaches all the way from the east coast to the
west coast. Although many locations across

the country no longer have both a Kinsmen
and Kinette club but have instead combined
into one known as a Kin Club. In Tillsonburg,
there is strong membership in both the Kins-
men and Kinette clubs.
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The Rink Masters: For a small town, Tillsonburg has
produced a surprising number of hockey legends

COLLEEN PEPPER

Post Contributor

In the late 1800s, hockey was a strictly outdoor
activity. If you wanted to play a game of shinny,
you layered on your woolies and headed over to
Lake Lisgar. That is, until the turn of the century
when Frank and William Barkey, proprietors of
the Tillsonburg Electric Light Plant, had an idea.
Why not build an outdoor rink? They could even
install lights to enable night-time skating.

And so the Barkey Brothers Electric Rink was
born. Opening on January 1, 1902, the new rink
was a marvel.

Located where Canadian Tire is today, the
rink had the largest playing area in the province
(70 x 170 ft) and could reportedly accommo-
date crowds of up to 2000 people in its heyday.
Though it was originally constructed as an open
air rink, the facility later gained a roof, walls
and even live music performed by Frank’s own
band.

Photographs of Frank reveal a most unlikely
sports hero if ever there was one. And yet, with-
out this larger-than-life man and his brother, it’s
fair to say that Tillsonburg might have remained
a hockey backwater forever--a town known only
for producing tobacco, and not the likes of NHL
players Lloyd “Shrimp” Andrews and Russell
Oatman—or their contemporaries, Colin and
Gregory Campbell.

Here’s a look back at some of our local hockey
legends.

Colin Campbell

At 17, Colin left home to join Roger Neilson
and the OHL Peterborough Petes. In 1972-73, he
was drafted fifth overall by the Vancouver Blaz-
ers of the WHA, and 27th overall by the Pitts-
burgh Penguins of the NHL.

After a year in the WHA, Colin switched
leagues. It didn’t take long for him to make his
presence felt.

Known as a scrappy, no-nonsense defender,
Campbell’s NHL stat sheet speaks for itself: 11
seasons played, 25 goals, 103 assists and nearly
1300 penalty minutes.

Campbell’s story would have been impressive
enough had it ended there—but as it turned out,
that was only the beginning.

When Campbell’s playing days were over, he
moved behind the bench, coaching the likes of
Probert, Gretzky and Messier. In fact, it was as
an assistant coach with the New York Rangers in
1994 that Campbell finally won a Stanley Cup.

Colin Campbell is currently Executive
Vice-President of Hockey Operations for the
NHL.

Gregory Campbell

In the 2002 NHL Entry Draft, Gregory got his
chance to follow the dream to win the Stanley
Cup that started when he was 10 and his father
won. He was picked 67th overall by the Florida
Panthers. He was on his way.

Eight years later, Gregory was traded to the
rough and tumble Boston Bruins and for the first
time in his NHL career, he was headed to the
post-season. He scored a goal and three assists in
25 playoff games—including a well-timed one in
Game 7 of the Stanley Cup Final.

Gregory is the assistant general manager for
the Florida Panthers.

Eddie Oatman

Born in 1889 in Springford, Edward Cole “Ed-
die” Oatman was 18 years old when he joined
the Tillsonburg Pan Drieds, the local Ontario
Hockey Association (OHA) team named for E.D.
Tillson’s famous oats. In 1909, Eddie turned
professional and two years later, won a Stanley
Cup with the Quebec Bulldogs (NHA). Follow-
ing the win, Oatman joined the Pacific Coast
Hockey Association (PCHA), where he played
for the New Westminster Royals, the Portland
Rosebuds and the Victoria Aristocrats. In 1922,
Eddie got another chance to play for the Cup
when he filled in for an injured player on the
Vancouver Millionaires.The next year, Oatman
was traded to the Calgary Tigers and the team
won the Western Canada Hockey League title.
Even after economic collapse of western hockey
in 1926, Oatman persevered. He played in the
minor leagues for four more teams before finally
calling it quits at age 50. In all, Oatman played
an unbelievable 32 years of professional hockey,
and served as coach and captain of five different
teams.

Russell Oatman

Left-winger Russell Oatman may have grown
up in his older brother Eddie’s shadow—but it
wasn’t a bad place to be. In fact, it was Eddie’s
success in the PCHL that opened the door for
Russell to join the Victoria Cougars in 1925.
During his first season, Russ scored eight goals
and proved to be a dominant force in the cor-
ners. The following year, the Cougars moved to
Detroit where Oatman scored three goals in 14
games. However, an off-ice incident resulted in a
mid-season trade to the Montreal Maroons. Un-
deterred, he went on to play 25 games for Mon-
treal and scored 8 times. In 1927, the Maroons
squared off against the New York Rangers in an
unsuccessful bid for Stanley Cup. The following
year was a similar story, although Oatman was
now on the defending Rangers roster. Oatman
played his last hockey with the [AHL’s Hamilton
Tigers and Niagara Falls Cataracts before retir-
ing in 1930.

William “Red” Anderson

Defenceman Red Anderson was born in Till-

(TILLSONBURG MUSEUM PHOTO)
The Barkey Brothers Electric Rink opened in 1902 and was destroyed in a 1927 windstorm.
Co-owner and local band leader Frank Barkey is shown at top right. Tillsonburg would not

have another ice arena until 1949, when Memorial Arena opened.

sonburg in 1911 and played professional hockey
for eight different teams from 1936 to 1943. His
on-ice career included games in the AHA, IAHL
and EHL, as well as one NHL playoff game with
the Boston Bruins.

Lloyd “Shrimp” Andrews

Born in Tillsonburg, left winger Lloyd An-
drews was a part of the Tillsonburg Reds, Dunn-
ville Mudcats and Niagara Falls Cataracts before
making his NHL debut in 1921. During his four
seasons with the Toronto St. Patricks, the 5'4”
Andrews played 53 games, scored eight goals
and had five assists. Undoubtedly, he would have
had more points had he not volunteered for World
War 1. Nevertheless, Andrews made the most of
his limited time. In the 1922 Stanley Cup play-
offs he scored twice in five games to help the St.
Pats win over Tillsonburg’s Russell Oatman and
the Vancouver Millionaires. Released by Toron-
to in 1925, Andrews joined the Can-Am league,
where he scored 24 goals during the 1929-30
season. He finished his career in the CHL before
retiring in 1934. In 2017, Hayhoe Homes named
their newest Tillsonburg housing development
“Andrews Crossing” in Shrimp’s honour.

Stan Crossett

Born on April 18, 1900, defenceman Stan
Crossett began his professional hockey career at
the advanced age of 29. Standing six feet tall and
weighing 200 pounds, Crossett enjoyed a signif-
icant size advantage over most of his opponents.
In 1931, he signed a free agent contract with the
Philadelphia Quakers and played 21 NHL games.
When the team folded at year’s end, Crossett re-
turned to Ontario and went into business.

John Gofton

During the 1960s and 70s, John Gofton was
a gritty presence on a host of professional and
semi-pro hockey teams. He was a part of the
Memorial Cup-winning Hamilton Red Wings
in the 1961-1962 season, and in 1977, won the
National Senior Hockey Championships with the
Brantford Alexanders. In an unusual twist, Gof-
ton also played ‘Brophy’ in the 1977 cult mov-
ie hit, Slap Shot, opposite actor Paul Newman.
Gofton is the former proprietor of Tillsonburg

Rent-Alls.
Harley Hotchkiss

Harley Hotchkiss may have been “Mr. Cal-
gary”, but he was a Tillsonburg boy at heart.
Growing up “dirt poor” on a tobacco farm,
Hotchkiss studied geology before heading to Al-
berta and the lucrative oil and gas industry. In
1980, he was one of six investors that purchased
the Atlanta Flames and brought the team to Cal-
gary. Over the next nine years, the Flames won
the President’s Trophy twice, and played in two
Stanley Cup finals (winning the championship
in 1989). Hotchkiss served as chairman of the
NHL board of governors from 1995-2007. At the
time of his death in 2011, he was credited for
saving not only the Flames, but the NHL as well,
through the currency equalization program.

Gary Green

When 2l-year-old Gary Green realized he
wouldn’t play in the NHL, he could have given
up. Instead, the Tillsonburg native went to see
Roger Neilson and offered to be an unpaid assis-
tant coach for the Peterborough Petes. His gam-
ble paid off. Three years later, Green was pro-
moted to head coaching duties and led the Petes
to two consecutive league championships and a
Memorial Cup. In 1979, Green moved to Penn-
sylvania to coach the Hershey Bears (AHL). Two
months into the season, he became head coach
of the Washington Capitals. With a phone call
and the stroke of a pen, the 26-year-old became
the youngest head coach in professional sports.
Terminated three seasons later, Green decided to
wait things out in the broadcast booth. It turned
out to be the start of a 30+ year media career. As
a broadcaster, Green has worked for CBC, TSN,
USA and the NHL Network. He also serves as a
senior director of Stadium Consultants Interna-
tional, designers of more than 100 sports facili-
ties worldwide, including Toronto’s Air Canada
Centre.

David Moylan

As a kid, David Moylan loved hockey and by
high school, it was clear the game loved him
back. After playing at the Junior “B” and Junior
“C” levels in the early 1980s, David was selected
first overall in the 1984 Ontario Hockey League
draft by the Sudbury Wolves (OHL). A year lat-
er, Moylan caught the eye of the Buffalo Sabres,
who chose him in the fourth round of the NHL
draft. In 1986, he won a silver medal for Canada
at the World Juniors. In the years that followed,
Moylan played in the OHL, IHL and AHL.
He even played two years in the Finnish Elite
League in Jokerit, Finland. Moylan finished his
playing days with the CHL’s Brantford Smoke,
retiring in 1994.

Jeff Bes

Center Jeff Bes played 19 seasons of profes-
sional hockey. In 1993, Bes won gold for Canada
at the World Junior Hockey Championships in
Sweden. Although drafted a year earlier by the
Minnesota North Stars, Bes never saw regular
season time in the NHL. He did, however, go on
to play for 17 different teams, in seven different
leagues and five countries. The last eight sea-
sons of his playing career were spent with the
Laredo Bucks in the CHL. He is currently head
coach with the Fayetteville FireAntz in North
Carolina.
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Small town, big dreams and a trlp to the Olymplcs. The Livvies

PATTY PHELPS, Curator Emerita &
KATHLEEN WATKIN, ANHS Program Coordinator

Did you know that Tillsonburg is the
only Canadian community to produce
not one, but two Canadian Olympic bas-
ketball teams—first in 1952 and again in
1960? This incredible achievement was
made possible thanks to the vision, pas-
sion, and dedication of local businessman
Gerry Livingston. For a small town with a
population of just 5,500 in 1952 and 7,000
in 1960, this stands as one of the most re-
markable chapters in Tillsonburg’s history.

The story of the Livvies began in 1946,
when local players Bill Bennett and Roy
Climie asked Gerry Livingston for finan-
cial support. As the owner of Livingston
Wood Products, the largest industry in
town at the time, Livingston agreed to lend
the team one hundred dollars—a signifi-
cant sum then—to help buy new uniforms.

But Livingston’s commitment went far
beyond sponsorship. He became deeply
invested in building the team’s success, re-
cruiting talented players for both his grow-
ing company and the basketball team. One
of his first recruits was Bill Coulthard,
who joined as an accountant and playing
coach for the upgraded Intermediate “B”
team. By 1948, Livingston was already
envisioning an Olympic future for the Liv-
vies. Coulthard later recalled attending
the Olympic trials in Toronto with Living-
ston: “In the spring of 1948, Mr. and Mrs.
Livingston and my wife and I went down
to see the Olympic Trials at Maple Leaf
Gardens...I remember sitting there and
[Livingston] said, “We’ll be there in 1952.
Which was the first I'd heard of all this.”

To make that dream a reality, Living-
ston continued to strengthen the team by
strategically recruiting skilled players and,
in 1951, hiring Paul Thomas—who was
then trying out for the New York Knick-
erbockers—as coach. Since Canada didn’t
have a formal national basketball team at
the time, the plan was simple yet ambi-
tious: the Livvies would win the National
Championship, which would qualify them
to represent Canada at the 1952 Helsinki
Olympics.

The Road to the Olympics

The Livvies won the Eastern Canadian

title by defeating strong teams, including
the Montreal YMHA, which had formed
much of Canada’s 1948 Olympic team. To
claim the national championship, they now
had to take on the Western champions, the
Winnipeg Grads. Gerry Livingston wasted
no time transforming the Tillsonburg are-
na from an ice rink into a packed basket-
ball venue that drew crowds far beyond its
official capacity. The Livvies lost the first
game but stormed back to win the next
three, sparking huge local excitement—
students even had their exam schedules
shifted so they could attend the games.
Union Jacks flew from downtown light
posts, the Tillsonburg News ran an edito-
rial declaring, “Vive le Livingstons,” and
the London Free Press called it the night
“Tillsonburg became the basketball capital
of Canada.” Even as Canadian champions,
however, the Livvies still needed one last
win to reach the Olympics.

Their final hurdle was a playoff against
the University of Western Ontario, the In-

(ANHS PHOTO)

Gerry Livingston, with the hat on, surrounded by members of the 1952 Livvies team that won
the Canadian men’s championship and went on to represent the country at the Olympics.

tercollegiate Champions. The series drew
massive crowds, complete with newsreel
cameras and a live radio broadcast—fans
were literally hanging from the rafters to
witness history in the making. Tillsonburg
took the series in four games. The Livvies
were going to Helsinki!

The Livvies head to the Olympics
The Livvies made up the core of Cana-

da’s 1952 Olympic basketball team, joined
by top players from other Canadian univer-
sities and clubs, with coach Paul Thomas
and manager Eddie Bowering. The Games
in Helsinki highlighted Cold War tensions,
with the team experiencing strict political
divides and security concerns, including a
tense plane landing near the Russian bor-
der. The Tillsonburg News explained that
the players discovered what it was like to
be “under the shadow of the Iron Curtain”.
Basketball was only in its third Olympic
appearance, and Canada had to qualify
through a preliminary round since they
hadn’t placed high enough in 1948 to get

an automatic spot.

In the first round Canada was in group
C up against Italy, Romania and Egypt.
They won all three games beating Italy
(68-57); Romania (72-51); Egypt (63-57).

Unfortunately, they drew Group 3 for
the next round, which included the Phil-
ippines—whom they soundly trounced
81-65—as well as Brazil and Argentina.
Argentina, the 1950 World Basketball
Champions, had beaten Brazil for that title.
In two nail-biting games, the Canadians
narrowly lost to Brazil (57-55) and then
suffered a heartbreaking defeat to Argen-
tina with a score of 82—81. With one win
and two losses, they missed their chance
at an Olympic medal. Although they fell
short, the members of the Livvies returned
to Tillsonburg as Olympic heroes. Paul
Thomas, the Livvies 1952 coach, later re-
ferred to their Olympic feat as an event
that had become Tillsonburg “folklore”.

The Livvies do it again

The Livvies repeated their victory once
again in 1959-60, making an impressive
comeback to win the Dominion Triple
Crown. They defeated Toronto’s West End
YMCA for the Ontario title, then the Ot-
tawa Schaffers for the Eastern title, and
finally Alberni, B.C. to claim the West-
ern championship. Once again, the Liv-
vies were crowned Canadian champions
and formed the core of the 1960 Canadian
Olympic team, which was supplement-
ed by top players from other Canadian
universities and clubs. Unfortunately, the
Canadians placed fifth in the preliminary
rounds in Bologna and did not advance to
the finals.

The remarkable story of the Livvies is
more than just a tale of basketball victo-
ries—it’s a testament to vision, commu-
nity spirit, and determination. In an era
when Olympic dreams seemed distant
for a small Ontario town, Gerry Living-
ston’s commitment and the players’ hard
work put Tillsonburg on the map not once,
but twice, as Canada’s basketball capital.
Their legacy lives on as a source of pride
and inspiration, reminding us that when a
community pulls together, even the small-
est town can make history on the world
stage.

Two service clubs celebrating anniversaries this year

JEFF HELSDON
Editor

Two service clubs are celebrating big anniversaries within
the last year.

The Tillsonburg Lions Club marked a century in existence
last year. The group started in October 1924, with its first
meeting at the Arlington Hotel in Tillsonburg, and today, the
Tillsonburg Lions are the eighth oldest Lions Club outside of
the United States.

Through the past century, the Lions have made their mark
in town, and several notable town assets bare testament to the
work of club members. The second president, C.V. Thomson,
was a First World War veteran who held the position from
1925 to 1926, and was instrumental in having the cenotaph
erected in front of the old town hall.

Lions members were amongst the first to propose the con-
cept of a new community centre, and when the Tillsonburg

Community Centre complex was built in 1972, the Lions and
Kinsmen took on various projects associated with the con-
struction. The commitment continued with the 1976 addition
with the building of the Lions’ Den.

Outside of the facilities that bear the club’s name, there are
many other town projects the club contributed to. In 1951,
when the first elevator was installed at Tillsonburg District
Memorial Hospital, the Lions paid 100 per cent of the cost.
The club also kicked in when the hospital expansion took place
in 1980. They have also contributed to Sakura House, Vic-
torian Order of Nurses and have supported numerous sports
teams, as well as helping the visually impaired.

Rotary Club celebrates 75 years in Tillsonburg

The influence of the Rotary Club is visible throughout
Tillsonburg. From the Rotary Clock Tower downtown to the
Annandale track and Theatre Tillsonburg to the less-obvious
influence on the individuals in the community through the in-
ternational student exchange, the group has made a difference.

The Tillsonburg Rotary Club was chartered on June 9, 1950,
with 19 members, all of whom were male. Charles Lee, and
Bill Popham. In 1952, the first Rotary show was presented.
It started with a minstrel show and then evolved into the for-
mat local residents may remember. The show moved from the
former town hall, to the community centre to Theatre Tillson-
burg.

And speaking of Theatre Tillsonburg, Rotarian Tom Heeney
was instrumental in establishing the present theater on Potters
Road in the building that was formerly the Hungarian Hall.

In 1955, when the community was raising money for Rotary
Westmount School for what is now Community Living Till-
sonburg, the Rotarians raised $30,000 for the cause. They also
built the track at Annandale and contributed to the construc-
tion of the Tillsonburg Community Centre.

The clock tower was built in 1994 with the club selling
“bricks. One of the events the club is known for its interna-
tional student exchange program.
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Hospitals in Tillsonburg

JEN GIBSON

Post Contributor

Canada’s first hospital existed long be-
fore Canada was even a country. In 1639,
the first Hotel-Dieu (literally translated
as hostel of God) was established in Que-
bec City by three sisters of Augustines
de la Miséricorde de Jésus. This hospital
still exists.

Canada’s first hospitals were based
on charity and relied on donations from
wealthy citizens and benevolent organi-
zations. People who went to the hospi-
tal paid very little and the government
did not financially support the hospi-
tals. That is totally different from today,
where Canada’s hospital operating funds
come from the federal and provincial
governments.

Until the early 1900s, hospitals primar-
ily treated the poor. These individuals
suffered from infectious diseases and
conditions caused by lack of nutrition.
Often, hospitals were dirty and over-
crowded, and people who could afford to
be treated at home would avoid the hos-
pital. Salina Mahoney, who lived from
1808 to 1910, mainly in Springford, only
saw a doctor three times in her over 100-
year life!

Tillsonburg was founded in 1825, in-
corporated in 1872, but did not have its
first hospital until 1903! The building,
known as The Emergency Hospital, is
still standing today on Ridout St. directly
behind the Bank of Montreal. This pri-
vate hospital was created for the treat-
ment of sick and injured by Dr. William
Henry Bennett. Dr. Bennett was a sur-
geon, a coroner for the province, and a
consulting surgeon for the staff of multi-
ple railways that ran through Tillsonburg.

A private hospital, The Emergency
Hospital, served the citizens of the town,
but there was always the need for better
hospital care for the people of Tillson-
burg and the surrounding areas.

The man instrumental in Tillsonburg
obtaining its first public hospital was
John Smith. He had dealt with illness
within his family. After leaving enough
money for his widow, the rest of his es-

tate was used for establishing a hospital
in the town. His will left instructions that
a Hospital Trust be set up. Dated August
17, 1923, the Tillsonburg Soldier’s Me-
morial Hospital Trust was established.
This trust specified that the hospital be
named “Soldier’s Memorial Hospital”.

The Hospital Trust purchased land
with a house on it known as the Ferguson
Property. This property was at the corner
of Rolph and Bear streets, and was pur-
chased for $7,000.

The cornerstone of the original build-
ing was laid on July 20, 1925, by Lou-
ise, the widow of John Smith,. The orig-
inal building joined the Ferguson house
and was brick and joist construction
with hardwood floors. The hospital cost
$60,000 to build. The equipment neces-
sary for the hospital cost $40,000. On
March 22, 1926, Soldier’s Memorial Hos-
pital was open for patients.

A two-story wing was added in 1939
to the south side for a nurse’s residence
bringing the capacity of the hospital from
20 beds to 32.

The first major construction project at
the hospital was in 1949 and added the
north and west wings to the building at
a cost of $859,600. This large addition
raised the bed capacity to105 plus 27 bas-
sinettes.

The name of the hospital changed in
1950 to the Tillsonburg District Memo-
rial Hospital. This change came about at
the annual general meeting where Roy
Crandall stated, “since the hospital was
first named, where has been another
war in which the navy and the air force,
as well as the army, have played a very
important part. It is only fitting that the
hospital should be a ‘memorial’ to all
branches of the service”. He also said,
“When the hospital was first organized,
it served mostly the Town of Tillsonburg,
however, now the surrounding districts
use the hospital as does the Town of Till-
sonburg.”

The original hospital building was de-
molished in 1965, and a new wing was
opened in 1966. In 1960, the hospital
started offering a training program for
certified nursing assistants and the first

(ANHS PHOTO)
Local resident Linda Vandevyvere (Anderson) remembers Tillsonburg’s famed overhead
bridge on Broadway where the Bridge Street and Broadway stoplights now sit. She
recalls her older brother Ed was supposed to walk her to school, but he didn’t. Walking
by herself to school when she was six she was on the bridge, and the train blowing the
whistle while approaching the bridge, startling her.

(ANHS PHOTO)

Local businessman John Smith donated money to purchase land on the site where Tillson-
burg’s hospital sits now. His widow Louise took part in the laying of the cornerstone of the

new facility.

Emergency Hospital,
Tillsonburg, Ont.

(ANHS PHOTO)

Although many wouldn’t recognize it, the building for the former Tillsonburg Emergency
Hospital still stands today behind the Bank of Montreal. The building was used as a doc-
tor’s office for many years after it was a hospital.

class graduated in October of that year.

An intensive coronary care unit was
built on the south side of the hospital and
ribbon-cutting ceremonies were held on
October 22, 1971.

A further extension was done in 198I.
In 2005, the Ed DeSutter Dialysis Unit
opened, and in 2012 the Digital Mam-
mography suite opened at the hospital.

On May 10, 2025, a gala was held in

)

the Tillsonburg Community Centre to
celebrate the 100th anniversary of the
Tillsonburg Hospital. The gala featured
delicious food and storytelling by local
members of the community.

While it is uncertain how the hospital
will look in the future, one thing that will
never change is the passionate Tillson-
burg community, who support and rely
on our local hospital.
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Cillsonburg s

Beginnings

Tillsonburg absorbed the hamlet of Campbellton

LAUREL BEECHEY

Post Contributor

In 2025, many people call the area in Till-
sonburg, at Broadway and North Street West,
the Bradburn Subdivision, but before the
Bradburn’s had their farm here, it was the lit-
tle hamlet of Campbellton.

It wasn’t formally planned, it seemed to just
happen. It was in the Township of Dereham,
today known as Southwest Oxford. The name
shows up once on the 1856/7 Tremaine Map
of Oxford Co Derecham Twp. It was never
officially a hamlet or village. An 1843 map
showed a few scattered settlers that have paid
off their land. There were no banks, so until
you paid off your debt you did not own the
land although you were living and working on
it, your name was not on a map.

Two tidbits of information were recorded of
the name, Gerald Elder noted “The whole area
south of the 10th Conc. [North St.] was owned
and named after a Mr. Campbell who lived in
the farmhouse on the West side of Broadway,
later occupied by the Ecker family,” the 1852
Oxford County Gazaeteer stated. Dr. Cooper’s
book noted Mr. Campbell secured land north
of Concession St. [11th conc.]. What was Mr.
Campbell’s first name? Alas, he did not leave
behind his first name when he left.

By 1840 there were only few settlers in the
Tillsonburg district. “The three decades after
1840 marked the period of most rapid develop-
ment. The settlement expanded tremendously.
From 776 in 1840 the township swelled to
2,463 in 1848 and 5,838 in 1871. Thomas S.
Shenston, study noted that Dereham Town-
ship was being settled more quickly than any
other township in the county. But by 1871
Shenston stated that Dereham was nearing its
population peak, causing smaller communi-
ties to spring up like Brownsville, Culloden,
Mount Elgin, Salford.”

Where there were crossroads, a church or
store would pop up, and people would settle,
as did Delmer with a church. Ostrander had
church and general store. By 1867, Tillsonburg
had 700 people! The waterpower available
allowed more industry than neighbouring
townships.

The 1851 Dereham Census, introduces the
ambitious Smith brothers, John and Malcolm
and their 70-year-old widowed mother Mar-
gret, recent immigrants from Islay, Argyll-
shire, Scotland. They were looking for land of
their own, with water privileges to build and
operate a saw and grist [grain] mill. How they
heard about the land in Dereham Township, we

(ANHS PHOTO)
Campbellton Cheese factory used to sit
on the northeast corner of Broadway and
North Street East. Today North Broadway
Baptist Church sits on the site.

will never know, but I expect they were guided
to Tillsonburg by other settlers and learned of
the thus-far-untapped water north of Tillson-
burg on Clear Creek, which also runs south
and eventually was used by E.D.s pea and
barley mills. Like George Tillson previously,
the Smith’s most likely walked the creek and
tributaries to find sites with fast flowing water
for their mill ponds and various mills.

By 1857 they owned an amazing number
of properties, virtually all on Clear Creek
or its tributaries. The first properties they
purchased, close to Delmer, was Richard H.
Campbell’s Conc. 11 lot 12. At that time, he
was the only Campbell noted with property.
Perhaps too far from Broadway to leave his
moniker on the village. The 200-acre lot from
Conc. 10 to Conc. 11, [North Street West south
to Concession Steet West] was split in half
north/south, so each brother had water priv-
ileges.

Here the creek continued west/east in the
middle of Conc.11, and John bought lot 9
n% with two north/south tributaries running
through it. Clear Creek then crossed ¥4 Town-
line Rd. to lot 7 where Malcolm purchased
two lots on either side of today’s North Street
West, Conc.10, giving him the source of the
tributary. He also bought Conc. 11n’%, on the
northwest corner of Broadway where the traf-
fic lights are today. The south portion of lot 7
belonged to Francis Hawkins and was where
the tributary met Clear Creek also on his prop-
erty, so Francis damned Clear Creek creating
a mill pond into which his tributary flowed
into and built a sawmill. All of lot 6 on North
St. E., purchased by John, was the icing of the
cake of the Smith Bros. businesses.

Broadway, coming into town at the top of
the hill, crossed Malcolm’s north lot heading
southeast meeting John’s northeast corner [at
the traffic lights at North St.]. John also had a
super tributary, which he took great advantage
of, as it crossed North Street East, by today’s
GoodPud and Grassmere Construction; con-
tinued southwest to cross Broadway, at today’s
Christie St. and the pumping station. On the
east side of the street, John built a sawmill.
How convenient for his customers being right
on Plank Rd!

From there the tributary flowed south, still
on lot 6 where it joined Clear Creek also on
John’s property. Just upstream from the con-
vergence, on Clear Creek, John had a perfect
spot for another millpond and sawmill. Imme-
diately downbhill from that convergence, Clear
Creek crossed Conc.11; [today’s Concession
Street West] continuing through today’s Par-
ticipark ravine; though John Burns Sr. prop-
erty, and onto E.D. Tillson’s Mills, delivering
water for two more mill ponds, which pow-
ered two of E.D.’s sawmills and eventually his
pea and barley mill. The water then joined the
Otter Creek. [This is where the construction
on John Pound Rd., dug up very old, large
square beams this year.|

By now, son John Smith, Esqr, was 40, a
lumber merchant with a sawmill, general
merchant and Justice of the Peace; with the
Church of Scotland, and had a large two-story
house, with wrap-around porch, wood siding
and two chimneys.

In the 1861 census we learn, Margaret
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(ANHS PHOTO)

This 1800s map shows the clearly defined difference between the boundaries of “Tillson-
burgh” and Campbellton. The small village was where North Street meets Broadway today.
The map also shows the properties referred to in the article.

Smith had a house full of people to over-
see! Margaret is now 80 years-old and lived
through ten births and the death of two chil-
dren William and Catherine. However, the
next son and daughter were their namesakes,
keeping their names alive.

He had married Phebe Perley in 1858, hav-
ing a son Charels Perley in 1861. Brother Mal-
colm was 34, and by this time he was married
to Isabella Smith, and had son William by
1857.

Labella Smith [Bella] born in 1830, was list-
ed in this census was 31 and unmarried. Also
listed on the census: “Ahaha Francis, male 24
years old b 1828 in USA Black/Negro, who is
a servant and resident of the house.” His first
name, so distinctive, returns no further infor-
mation. Perhaps he was a previously trained
and experienced servant in the U.S. and had
the manners and decorum to serve and live in
John Smith’s home. Ahaha is not listed in the
1961 census nor discovered anywhere else, as
yet.

Mother Margaret passed sometime between
the two census, one write-up suggested 1864.

By 1871 the village was vibrating! The Ox-
ford Business Directory and Gazetteer did the
following write up, but Campbellton is not
shown on the maps. “A small village situat-
ed on the Ingersoll and Port Burwell Gravel
Rd., on the 6th lot, of the 11th Concession
of the Township of Dereham. The business
of the village is the manufacture of lumber.
Messers. J. & M. Smith are the proprietors of
a steam sawmill, and grist mill propelled by
waterpower. One general store and blacksmith
shop. There is also a sawmill, and sash, door
and blind factory near the village owned by
Francis Hawkins, James Brown, clerk, Robert
Chisholm, sawmiller, John Hamilton, miller;
George Joslyn, team master; John Kennedy,
laborer, Dougal McDougall, laborer; Denis
Murray, carpenter; John Smith, flour, grist

and sawmill proprietors, general merchants
etc. M. Smith [Malcolm] Partner & brother to
John and Charles Ward, sawyer.”

John Smith was still with us, although Mal-
com would die in 1872. But before his demise,
the two Scotsmen, built the Campbellton
cheese and box factory. It was on the south-
east corner side of North Street East,, approx-
imately where the tributary crossed the road

An 1874 map of Tillsonburg, shows the
proposed growth north out Cranberry Rd, [to-
day’s Tillson Ave.], much of which was E.D.
Tillson’s land, to the 10th Conc./North St.
E., where the Canada South Railway came to
town. The train station was on lot 4 where the
Michigan Central would join E.D.’s Spur Line
to the mills. Known as part of the Cross Cana-
da Trail today, the tracks continued parallel to
North Street, heading west. The Smith broth-
ers were wise with the land they purchased so
long ago as the tracks went through their lots
surrounding North Street and Broadway.

The little hamlet’s heart is said to have been
where our recently-closed Broadway Cinema
and fast foods are today on Broadway. A small
railway station was built on Broadway for the
train.

When the railroads came, the north bound-
ary of Tillsonburg was moved to south of the
tracks [by A&W], so Tillsonburgers wouldn’t
have to pay a toll on the road to go to the train
station. The toll was on John Smith’s property
on Broadway and John was the tollgate keep-
er.

John Smith had a lot of children whose
names are found on the multitude of lots he
had acquired.

[ live on John Smith’s property, later became
Bradburn property but that is another story.
I’'ve been across the road from the railway
tracks since 1983, and recall a small red rail-
way shed there which had Campbellton sign
on it. Amazingly no one new why.
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CHEVROLET - BUICK - GMC - EV
From your first set of keys to your next family vehicle, DeGroote-Hill
Chevrolet Buick GMC has been proud to serve the people of Tillsonburg

and surrounding communities. As our town celebrates 200 years, we’re
reminded how lucky we are to call Tillsonburg home.

HAPPY 200™ BIRTHDAY TILLSONBURG!

WE'RE YOUR NEIGHBOURS.
WE’RE YOUR DEALERSHIP.
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The Tobacco
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istory of Cillsonburg

Tobacco was an important part of the town’s history

KATE BAKOS

Cultural Heritage Manager/Curator

When I was a small child, my father would sometimes
bring me along to the tobacco auction exchange. After
unloading our bales, waiting for them to be graded, and
seeing them marked on the warehouse floor, he would take
me into the auction room. The room was hushed, tense,
and unlike any other place in town. He would hand me
pieces of paper to draw on to keep me occupied and quiet
as he waited, listening closely for our farm number and
the sale price to come up. For me, those visits were filled
with doodles. For him, they were moments where an en-
tire season of backbreaking work was decided in seconds.

These shipment days were exciting and fun. The ware-
house bustled with people, forklifts, and movement, and
to a child, it felt like stepping into the center of something
big. Best of all, those days usually ended with a treat from
the cafeteria—an ice cream, a slice of pie, or whatever the
cook had on offer. These simple treats always made me
eager to tag along to the warehouse.

The first recorded mentions of tobacco around Tillson-
burg appear as far back as the 1860s, often tied to agricul-
tural fairs, where local growers proudly showcased their
best specimens. Yet, tobacco was controversial from the
start. Local newspapers of the era published temperance
columns warning against its use, echoing John Quincy
Adams’ belief that abandoning tobacco could “add five
years to the average of human life.”

Tobacco farming in Ontario began in earnest in the
1920s, when Belgian, Dutch, and Hungarian immigrants
discovered that the sandy soils around Norfolk and Ox-
ford counties could grow a crop of surprising value. By
the mid-20th century, the region supplied 17 of every 20
Canadian cigarettes. What had once been considered poor
farmland became some of the most valuable acreage in the
Great Lakes Lowlands.

(ANHS PHOTO)

The Tillsonburg Tobacco Auction Exchange was a hub of activity before it was sold to the town after the downsizing of the
industry. It became the town’s Special Events Centre and then was sold to private interests.

Tillsonburg quickly claimed the title of “tobacco cap-
ital.” Before the Ontario Flue-Cured Tobacco Growers’
Marketing Board existed, buyers representing cigarette
companies would travel farm to farm, setting prices large-
ly to their own advantage. Farmers had little bargaining
power, and the prices they received were often meagre in
comparison to what the crop was truly worth. That changed
in 1957, when the Ontario Flue-Cured Tobacco Growers’
Marketing Board was formed, fundamentally reshaping
how tobacco was sold. Farmers voted overwhelmingly in
favour of the new system, and later that year, 13,000 peo-
ple crowded into Tillsonburg for the grand opening of the

WAREHOUSING
Commercial & Industrial

* Warehousing ¢ Logistics ® Leasing
e Serving South Western Ontario Since 1979

eemclaughlin.com
If you’re in need of space,
we’ve got the place!

auction exchange. When the first price was set at 49 cents
per pound—well above what many had been used to—the
building erupted in thunderous applause!

A few years later, the board solidified its presence in
town with the construction of its 4 Elm Street head office,
which was officially opened on November 24, 1966. The
building—today home to the Long Point Region Conser-
vation Authority—was a symbol of how deeply tobacco
shaped the identity and infrastructure of Tillsonburg.

Inside the auction exchange, the Dutch clock, borrowed
from Dutch flower markets, became the defining sym-
bol of the trade. This clock didn’t tell time; it told price.

CONTINUED TO PAGE B25

PEDLAR'S QUAY

Jerece 1987
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20 Ridout St. West in Downtown Tillsonburg
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Tillsonburg was home to the headquarters of the tobacco board

CONTINUED FROM PAGE B24

The hand started at the highest price and ticked
steadily downward while buyers, who had al-
ready inspected the bales, sat with their fingers
poised over buttons. These buttons had the abil-
ity to stop the clock and set the price for the
bales being auctioned. The Dutch clock always
counted down twice. On the first pass, a buy-
er set the opening price by stopping the clock
when it reached the amount they judged accept-
able. Then the clock started again. Any other
buyer still interested could stop it on the second
run, but only at a higher price than the first. If
no one acted on that second pass, the bales were
awarded to the original bidder at the price at
which they had stopped the clock. It was a sys-
tem that demanded nerve and timing—wait too
long and someone else might snatch the best to-
bacco, move too quickly and they risked paying
too much. Every sale carried that same balance
of opportunity and risk, adding layers of strate-
gy and tension to the auction floor.

Farmers, in the tense and quiet auction room,
knew that each tick of the clock, each press of
a button, could make a difference in their year’s
earnings. For my family, the click of that clock
determined whether the year’s sweat and sacri-
fice had been worthwhile. For me, sitting beside
my father with my drawings, it was a lesson in
how much weight could rest on a single mo-
ment.

There were three auction warehouses in total.
Delhi and Tillsonburg were identical in scale
and design, both capable of processing more
than 300 metric tonnes of tobacco per day. The
third warehouse was in Aylmer, and was small-
er by comparison. These buildings were more
than business sites; they were community hubs.

(ANHS PHOTO)

The sweet aroma of cured tobacco was overpowering on the inside of the tobacco ware-
house on auction days. Farmers came to watch their tobacco sold, seeing the price of the

tobacco they worked all year at.

Farmers gathered to talk, share news, and eat
meals in the cafeteria. Families ate together, and
sometimes farmers brought in their own catch
of fish, which the cook would fry up on the spot.

At the end of harvest, the community cele-
brated in grand style. Dances were hosted in
Tillsonburg and could pack in 2,000 people.
Included in the price of your ticket was a fish
dinner, live bands that played late into the night,
and the Lions Club kept the drinks flowing.
These events were the social highlight of the
year, marking the end of months of grueling la-
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Celebrating Tillsonburg!,

bour with music, food, and camaraderie.

The industry’s reach even stretched into Ca-
nadian music history. Stompin’ Tom Connors
famously sang about the backbreaking work of
“pickin’ tobacco down in Tillsonburg,” turning
the town’s name into a national touchstone. For
many Canadians, that song is still the first thing
they think of when they hear “Tillsonburg.”

Tobacco was more than a crop; it was the eco-
nomic engine of the region. An acre of tobacco
could yield over 20 times the value of an acre
of corn or wheat. Farmers and their families re-

lied on those cheques to pay mortgages, build
homes, and support education. In town, some
people even had stamps made reading “Tobac-
co money at work,” which they would mark on
cheques when paying for goods. It was a state-
ment of pride, a way of showing how deeply the
industry sustained the local economy.

By the 1980s, the golden leaf’s dominance
began to fade. Rising taxes, public health cam-
paigns, and shrinking demand chipped away
at the market. Even with new technologies like
self-propelled automatic primers, optimism was
hard to sustain. By the early 2000s, government
buy-outs encouraged many families to leave
tobacco behind. Kilns were dismantled, barns
fell silent, and the rituals that once defined the
season quietly disappeared.

As Tillsonburg marks its 200th anniversary,
tobacco’s story looms large. It was controver-
sial, yes, but it was also transformative. It drew
immigrant families, created thousands of jobs,
and left a footprint on our economy, culture,
and landscape that cannot be ignored. Even to-
day, tobacco farms still dot the landscape—TIess
common than in years past, but reminders of the
era when the crop built this community.

For me, the memory always returns to those
visits with my father to the tobacco auction ex-
change. They were tense, spent in the quiet of
the auction room as he listened for our farm
number to be called, while also being lively and
fun, walking the warehouse and ending with
a treat from the cafeteria. Together, those mo-
ments shaped my understanding of how tobacco
built not just my family’s life, but Tillsonburg
itself—a story woven into the very fabric of our
town’s 200-year history.

www.countrytable.ca
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Sale prices valid October 3™ to October 14"

Shaw’s Ice Cream
$7.99

Regular Price
$8.50/1.5L

Cranberry Sauce

$2.99

1.5L 1kg
Clearance Deal

50% off

Dinner Roll Dough

$3.99
12 dough balls
Rose & Daffodil
Bakery - Ingersoll

200)Years;Strong;

Locally Owned & Operated

Proudly Serving Tillsonburg
and surrounding area SINCE 1938!!

Hayter’s Turkey
Breast Roast

$19.50
per kg

Frozen Diced
$18.99 Squash or Turnip

51bs or 14 pcs $3.99
Regular Price 1k
$22.25/5lb

Cabbage Rolls

Let us do the chopping

Miomre great dealls in stormes

All sales are while supplies last.

VISIT OUR STORE OR GO
ONLINE FOR OUR FLYER
AND THOUSANDS OF OTHER
ITEMS ON SALE. ONLINE
ORDERS USUALLY READY
FOR PICK UP IN 30 MINUTES!

248 BROADWAY,
TILLSONBURG
(519) 842-5926
canadiantire.ca

G[f
Follow us

on Social
Media!

Monday - Friday: 9am - 6pm Saturday: 9am - 5pm
Sunday: llam - 4pm CLOSED: Monday, October 13 2025
Located at 2 Vance Drive Tillsonburg, ON
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Cillsonburg’s Dark Side

Tillsonburg political riot ends in deadly disaster

LAUREL BEECHEY

Post Contributor

A riot in Tillsonburg? Really? In littl'ole
T’burg? Yup, way back in 1858, when Tillson-
burg was only 33 years old.

What could their possibly be to riot about?
Unfortunately back then Tilsonburg did not have
their own newspaper. It was bad enough to have
a political riot but to have another town’s paper
headline: “Rowdyism & Blood in Tilsonburg!”
screamed the Ingersoll Chronical. A pre-election
riot! “One Man Killed and over Twenty other
injured.”

Our founding families and settlers were quite
passionate about their politics, after all they
moved to this untamed country to start a life free
and equal. They left Europe for land, sailed to
the British, Dutch, Spanish or German Colonies.
After several wars many in the eastern states
came north to British Upper and Lower Canada.
They were setting a new course and building the
Canada we love today. Of course, each party was
passionate in the future they thought they should
take. After 33 years, Tillsonburg was growing
up!

The Sep. 3rd, Ingersoll Chronical reported:
‘On Sep 1, 1858, Dr. George Connor [a Clear
Grit] of the reform party rented the Temperance
Hall, over on Bidwell and London Streets so that
the Honourable M. H. Foley might speak on his

behalf and tell the people why he should be elect-
ed. And indeed he did, for considerable length to
a very full hall. Suddenly the celebrated Barney
French and other leaders of the Richard’s party,
entered and immediately caused a great com-
motion yelling and trying to disrupt Mr. Foley’s
speech. Yet that did not deter Mr. Foley, so these
miscreants started to throw eggs one of which
hit Mr. Foley in the chest. Still Mr. Foley con-
tinued but by now the people had been incited to
violence. Barney French reached the podium and
demanded he to be heard. They then decided to
take the stand by force.’

But the riot suddenly stopped when the floor
gave way and 150 people plunged twenty-four
feet down. Those remaining in the hall above
rushed to the rescue of those below and succeed-
ed in rescuing many who would have been smoth-
ered. Alas not all survived. ‘Mr. John Hopkins, a
carpenter in Tillsonburg was found dead below.
Mr. Foley and Mr. Beaty were seriously injured
and there were several others who could not pos-
sible recover, their injuries being so severe and in
truth Mr. Lancelot Waller died a few days later.

The newspaper editor was not afraid to say out
plainly how he felt!: “Well, what will the intel-
ligent and peaceable -disposed electors of South
Oxford say now? The Richards party, finding it
impossible to carry the election by fair means,
imported characters of the Barney French stamp
to use means, no matter how base or disgraceful

to secure their ends. Electors of South Oxford:
must know their cause be a bad one when finding
it impossible to buy a sufficient number of votes,
they do not stop even at shedding innocent blood!
The death of poor Hopkins must lie at the door of
those who incited the people to violence and if it
is any consolation to Mr. French or Mr. Richards,
to know that they succeeded in breaking up Dr.
Connor’s meeting at the sacrifice of life and limb

they are welcome to it!

A riot which ended in disaster. The official
inquest noted the injuries received by the acci-
dental falling in of the floor accelerated by the
braking the table and insufficiency of the hall,
caused the deaths of Lancelot Waller and John
Hopkins. Both were buried in the Tillsonbirg
pioneer graveyard. Oh yes, Dr. George Connor
was elected in South Oxford.

There was a day when Tillsonburg was a one stoplight town and the corner of Broadway
and Baldwin/Oxford was known as the stoplight corner. This view showing the east side
of Broadway with the Metropolitan store on the corner, and is looking towards Brock Street.

(CONTRIBUTED PHOTO)
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Lost lake: The story of Lake Joseph and

Tillsonburg’s water tower legacy

(ANHS PHOTO)

Besides holding water to power the Tillson mills, Lake Joseph was also a recreational hub
for the town and was part of the town’s early drinking water system.

KATHLEEN WATKIN
ANHS Program Coordinator

What was once a bustling hub of indus-
try and recreation in Tillsonburg is now
only a memory. But the story of Lake Jo-
seph—a man-made lake created by local
industrialist E.D. Tillson in the late 19th
century—remains one of the town’s most
fascinating and ambitious chapters.

In the late 1870s, as Tillsonburg’s pop-
ulation and economy expanded, so did
E.D. Tillson’s industrial vision. In order
to power his growing milling operations,
Tillson dammed the Otter, Clear, and
Stoney Creeks. The first dam along the Ot-
ter Creek had created Tillson’s Pond, a mill
pond that helped transport logs to local
sawmills. But it wasn’t enough to meet the
growing demands of his business empire.

Around 250 yards upstream from the
original dam and the White Bridge, Till-
son built a second dam—known as the
Imperial Dam. This new structure creat-
ed Lake Joseph, a four-mile-long reservoir
named in honour of Joseph Van Norman
and served as a critical water source for the
mills downstream.

Local historian Bert Newman recount-
ed that the dam was constructed by Till-
son himself, using 70-foot-long logs and
square timbers, reinforced by packed sand
on both sides of the creek. While it served
a functional purpose, Lake Joseph also be-
came something much more than an indus-
trial reservoir—it became a beloved part
of community life.

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
Lake Joseph was a popular recreation spot
for Tillsonburg residents. Its wide, shal-
low waters made it ideal for swimming on
hot summer days, and its tree-lined shores

offered perfect picnic locations. Boating
was also a favourite pastime. A Saturday
Globe article from July 7, 1894, described
the lake as “simply lovely as it winds along
the tree-lined banks.”

Rising above the lake was a remarkable
structure: the Tillsonburg Waterworks
Tower. Built by Tillson in response to
personal tragedy, it was one of the town’s
most iconic features.

In 1871, a Typhoid outbreak devastat-
ed the Tillson family, claiming the life of
young Nancy Tillson and later her broth-
er Fred, who died from complications a
few years later. Aware that Typhoid was
waterborne, Tillson took action and be-
came determined to protect his family and
community from future outbreaks. The
Tillsonburg Waterworks Tower was con-
structed.

Standing 125 feet tall—roughly equiv-
alent to a 13-storey building—the tower
used hydraulic pressure and wooden pipes
to deliver clean drinking water to Tillson-
burg’s growing population. From its ele-
vated perch, it offered sweeping views of
the countryside.

The tower’s base doubled as a boat-
house and apartment space, rented out to
townspeople. It also housed the Tillson
family’s impressive small steam launch,
affectionately named The Oscar Wilde.
A passionate boater, E.D. Tillson had the
boat decorated with painted sunflowers,
a nod to Wilde’s personal symbol, and lit
by Chinese lanterns during evening cruis-
es. His wife, Mary Ann, was said to have
personally overseen the boat’s unique and
charming details.

Adding to the tower’s mystique was a
lighthouse installed at the very top—a fea-
ture that puzzled many. Some believe Till-
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(ANHS PHOTO)

The dam holding Lake Joseph was built from logs, timbers and earth. It held back the Otter
Creek for more than 50 years until a huge storm in 1937 washed out the dam. Today, the

base of the dam still remains.

son, ever the visionary, used it for watch-
ing shipping routes to Port Burwell, where
his goods were transported down the Otter
Creek before heading out to global mar-
kets.

But this iconic part of Tillsonburg’s land-
scape met a dramatic and destructive end.

In April 1937, southern Ontario was hit
with one of the worst floods in provincial
history. After five straight days of torren-
tial rain, rivers across the region swelled,
and dams began to fail—including Till-
son’s Imperial Dam.

The collapse sent a surge of water crash-
ing through the Otter Creek bed, wiping
out everything in its path—including the
Simcoe Street Bridge, a vital town cross-
ing. Within hours, Lake Joseph had disap-
peared, drained completely in the floodwa-

Today, few physical traces of Lake Jo-
seph and the Imperial Dam remain—but
their story continues to shape how Till-
sonburg remembers its industrious past.
When the Imperial Dam collapsed in 1937,
the lake was lost forever, marking the end
of an era. Once a vital reservoir for indus-
try and a beloved hub for recreation, Lake
Joseph vanished in a matter of hours, leav-
ing behind only memories and faint im-
pressions of its former shoreline.

But a piece of that history still lingers. If
you find yourself on the north side of Sim-
coe Street, standing on the White Bridge,
take a moment to look down into the ra-
vine—there, nestled among the rocks and
brush, you can still see the weathered ru-
ins of the Imperial Dam, silent witnesses
to a chapter of Tillsonburg long gone, but
not forgotten.
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In OQur Founder’s Footsteps

(JEFF HELSDON PHOTO)

The sun rising over Long Point Bay is one thing that hasn’t changed since Tillson left
Normandale 200 years ago. The small fishing pier that stands today pales in comparison

to the 300-foot pier that once stood there.
JEFF HELSDON
Editor

Taking the 40-minute drive from Till-
sonburg to Normandale today, it’s hard to
imagine what George Tillson went through
when he walked the distance 200 years ago
with an ox and cart in tow, or that Norman-
dale was a bustling industrial centre in the
day.

Normandale is now just a shadow of
what it once was, its famed forge is gone
and the landscape has changed. But what
was it like to undertake a journey of that
length? Annandale National Historic Site
Curator Kate Bakos and I set out to recre-
ate a portion of the journey from Norman-
dale to Tillsonburg last month, walking
from Normandale to Delhi.

Parking near the historic plaque that

*
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This year marks the 200th anniversary of the k‘
founding of Dereham Forge—the settlement that
grew into the community we proudly call

Tillsonburg.

G. R. Paret Realty Brokerage, is honoured to be part
of this rich history. Our building, standing proudly
since the early 1900s, has long been a part of
Tillsonburg’s story. Since 2008, G. R. Paret Realty
has carried on the tradition of serving our
community from this very location.

We are also proud to continue the legacy of
Coldwell Banker, a trusted name!
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(JEFF HELSDON PHOTO)

The Union Hotel was built between 1827 and 1834 when the VanNorman forge made the
town a busy place. Today, the hotel is a bed and breakfast and the population of the village
isn’t a lot different than it was in the mid-1800s.

pays heed to Normandale and the Nor-
mandale blast furnace, I went for a quick
walk down to the lake. A small pier used
for fishing stands at the mouth of Potter’s
Creek where it enters Lake Erie. Today, the
plaque and adjacent beach are a recent ad-
dition to Turkey Point Provincial Park.

Research that Kate supplied prior to the
walk talked of a shipping pier 300 feet
long, which was likely in that vicinity. It’s
likely the famed Normandale stoves were
shipped from that pier.

Although hard to imagine today, Nor-
mandale was called the “principal indus-
trial and commercial hub in all of west-
ern Upper Canada” in one of the papers
I was supplied. The VanNorman brothers
didn’t actually found the town. Job Lodor
was the first settler on the property short-
ly after 1800, building a distillery, mill,
and two houses. Due to discrepancies
with the Crown lease on the property, he
abandoned it and Samuel Long opened
his pottery business there. That enterprise
was successful enough that the creek was
named Potter’s Creek.

Long’s fate isn’t known, but John Mason
was the next on the property, and he start-
ed building a forge to take advantage of the
bog iron in the area. He constructed a dam
and waterwheel to power the bellows in his
blast furnace. The plant was only partially
completed when he died in 1819. Search-
ing for buyers, his widow found Joseph
VanNorman, who was heading a group
of investors from New York that included
George Tillson. The other partner, Hiram
Capron, eventually founded the town of
Paris, ON.

This is where the Tillson story begins.
The group moved to the site of the furnace
and worked on completing it. It wasn’t ful-
ly operational until 1828, by which time
George had struck out on his own.

In March 1825, George started his jour-
ney with everything he would need to es-
tablish his new enterprise in a two-wheeled
wagon pulled behind a single ox. The wag-
on only had two wheels to allow pivoting
around the stumps.

Kate and I chose to head from Norman-
dale to Turkey Point Road, cross it, go
north on Gibson Road to the First Conces-
sion, then west to the West Quarter Line,
which we followed to Delhi. Research by
Post columnist Laurel Beechey surmised
Tillson followed a slightly different route,
likely going north up what are now more
travelled roads. We elected to stick to the
roads with less traffic.

As we enjoyed the brisk weather on a
September morning, I mentioned that
George would have likely faced larger
challenges undertaking his journey in
March with snow on the ground or just
melted. In addition, the roads were likely
just trails cut through the woods, which
were muddy in the spring.

Kate said Tillson was not one who kept
meticulous diaries, so details of his jour-
ney are scant, including the weather. That’s
easy to understand, as in those days, sur-
vival would have been the priority. Even
writing is something we take for granted,
but it would have meant keeping paper dry
and using a quill and ink in 1825. Laurel
traced George’s route by the few scant de-
tails of the people he visited along the way,
and found where they lived from historical
atlases.

Although she only started at the museum
in Tillsonburg this spring, I quickly learn
that Kate is a quick study and is fluent in
all things Tillson. Although she came to
the position with her most recent job be-
ing with the Mississauga of the Credit
First Nation, and before that with the Art
Gallery of Ontario in Toronto, Kate grew
up outside Delhi, so she wasn’t unfamiliar
with Tillsonburg before starting the job.
She can certainly relate to Stompin’ Tom
Connors famous line “My back still aches
when I hear the word” from Tillsonburg,
as she grew up on a tobacco farm before
heading off to the University of Guelph.

As we headed north on Gibson Road,
which is a gravel unmaintained road, I was
hopeful of seeing deer or turkeys. I had to
settle for finding tracks only, although one

was from a big buck.
CONTINUED TO PAGE B30
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Randy from HDR Construction
was one of the winners in our
2025 “Showcase Your Project”
contest. He shared a recent
backyard project he completed
at Tracey’'s house in
Tillsonburg, Ontario. This
backyard underwent a
significant transformation,
transitioning from an old
pressure-treated deck to new
composite decking and
aluminum railings.

|
|l =
- ' Y

Our Specialties: | ,ﬁ.«.m

e Deck and Fence Design

e Kitchen & Bath Design
e Installation Service
House Estimating Services

PRO Focused Service Desk

Contact Us:

Moffatt and Powell RONA
519-842-420]1

268 Tillson Ave, Tillsonburg
moffattandpowell.com




B30 October 9, 2025

Tillsonburg Post - Celebrating Tillsonburg's 200" Anniversary: 1825-2025

CONTINUED FROM PAGE B28

Retracing George Tillson’s footsteps 200 years later

We discussed how this is different from George’s jour-
ney when there would have been bears and wolves in the
area, as well as deer and turkeys. I did remark that I would
have rather dealt with the remote threat of bears or wolves
than the more likely encounter with deer ticks carrying
Lyme disease. Each time we hit the long roadside grass to
avoid vehicles, we checked for ticks.

A while later, a squirrel darted across the road, being
the first wildlife we had seen. A couple of squirrels later,
I raised the possibility of whether Tillson would have shot
squirrels for food. Kate was doubtful, saying he would
want to preserve any gunpowder and ammunition he had.
That did raise the question of what he would have eaten on
such a journey, and jerky was the main candidate.

Although there are a few details about the journey
George took in 1825, less is known about how he arrived
at the site where he would start his town. His intention
was to build a blast furnace in Tillsonburg, and bog iron
was abundant in this area historically. George heard about
bog iron deposits in the future site of the town that bore
his name from an Indigenous worker in 1824. There are
almost no details, but it is known he went on a scouting
trip to the area that fall.

Since hearing about bog iron and its role in the settle-
ment of Tillsonburg, I have always wondered more about
it. I pondered whether they drain wetlands to create a bog
underneath and how they know it’s there.

No one I asked previously knew answers to that ques-
tion. And since Kate didn’t either, I turned to Google
when I got home. Bog iron was key to early iron making
and dates back to the second millennium BC. The Romans
used it and there is evidence of bog iron production by the
Vikings at L’Anse Aux Meadows in Newfoundland.

Bog iron is formed when water with iron deposits ox-
idizes in bogs. Its presence is denoted by dead grass in
the area, and reddish-brown solutions or deposits on the
surface, and sometimes is even lying on the ground. By
pushing metal or wooden sticks in the ground, the pres-
ence of large deposits was confirmed.

The route we mapped out was 28 kilometres, and we left
Normandale at 7:30 a.m. We knew the pace we were tak-
ing was faster than George would have moved. His jour-
ney took six days, and he overnighted with other settlers
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A Government of Canada historical plaque pays tribute to
the VanNorman family and the partners in the company
who went on to found Tillsonburg and Paris.

along the way.

The profound sense of how life is different today
emerged in our conversations as the journey progressed.
After passing Courtland, George found his trail through
the bush dwindled, and he had to cut his way through
at some points. Pointing to an area beside the road with
dense tree cover, I mentioned how tough it would be cut-
ting a path through it. We debated if he would have used
an axe or saw, and while I saw the value of a saw, Kate
said only an axe was mentioned.

Cheers to 200 ‘UYears,

Tillsonburg!
1= TillsonburgGLASS
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213 Tillson Ave, Tillsonburg
519-842-5932 | tillsonburgglass.ca

This hit home for me as my relatives settled along High-
way 3 between Courtland and Delhi only 30 years after
George’s journey. Historical atlases indicate that my fam-
ily’s land was previously settled. Still, we lack informa-
tion on the state of development of the road at that time or
whether my ancestors had to clear the land.

At about 18 or 20 kilometers, the older of our mod-
ern-day trekkers — me — started to get sore feet. As I
lamented that it was likely worse for George, I learned
something when Kate explained that pioneer shoes would
have been hand-made to fit the wearer and may have ac-
tually been better. She also pointed out the softer ground
would be easier on the legs and feet.

Looking at it in a modern context, the 28 km, or 39,000
steps, is about two-thirds of a marathon. This gave me a
better appreciation for what these athletes endure.

As we discussed more about pioneer life, Kate shared
that George had the log cabin he built on site up four logs
high in the first day. Having cut down a tree and cleared
the branches off it with a chainsaw, I struggled to imagine
the enormity of felling enough logs to build walls four
logs high when the trees needed to be cut by hand, branch-
es cleared, logs notched, and then somehow moved into
position by man and ox.

We were both taken aback when discussing that after
George had his cabin built, he didn’t send for his fami-
ly for a year. Did this mean he didn’t communicate with
them that entire time? Did they even know if he was still
alive? Remember, his wife Nancy was pregnant with E.D.
when George left. E.D. was born four days after his father
left.

As Highway 3 came into sight, about six hours later,
both Kate and I agreed we preferred modern conveniences
to pioneer life. Our journey was half of what Tillson un-
dertook, and on a paved road as compared to a likely-mud-
dy trail. And then when one considers George, Nancy and
family walked to Normandale from New York, it makes
us realize how good we have it.

(JASON PANKRATZ PHOTO)
The valley of the Big Otter Creek in Tillsonburg looked
a lot different at the turn of the last century, being a hub
of industrial activity. This shot is what one would have
seen if standing at the back of the Oxford Street Tim
Horton’s parking lot and looking towards where The Mill
restaurant stands today.
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With Brand New Pharmacy Care Clinic
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PHARMACY SERVICES OFFERED:

e Comprehensive medication reviews
* Minor Ailment Assessments for many conditions such
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e Vaccine injections
20% off with |
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ADDITIONAL PHARMACY SERVICES OFFERED:

e Onsite Diabetes Educator

e Travel Consultations

* Cholesterol and Blood Glucose testing, lab results in
15 minutes

A A | TESTIMONONIALS:

“We have been customers of Shoppers Drug Mart Tillsonburg for over
15 years. We really value and appreciate the help we have received from
the pharmacy. The pharmacists are accessible, proactive and always
make time to help us with our needs.” Gail and Greg Robbins

“We have been customers of Shoppers Drug Mart since moving to Till-
sonburg in 2011. We chose Shoppers as it is Canada wide and found it
invaluable if we ran out of a prescription drug when in another province.
The staff at this location have always been courteous and helpful. In
the non-pharmacy part of the store, prices are comparable to the major
chain and/or grocery stores and even allow us to collect points to use at
a later date. The pharmacy part of the store allows to get flu and Covid
shots when available, and they also offer home delivery which is ideal
for seniors such as us” Joan and Wayne Ward

STORE HOURS:
Monday to Saturday 8:00 AM - 10:00 PM
Sunday 10:00 AM - 6:00 PM

Serving Tillsonburg and surrounding areas for the past 63 years.

Shoppers Drug Mart has roots in Tillsonburg going back to 1962.
200 Broadway St A1, Tillsonburg, ON N4G 5A7 - (519)842-3521
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Exploring Cillsonburg's
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iden Secret

Tillsonburg has many secrets in plam 81ght

DR. JASON PANKRATZ

Post Contributor

Every town has interest-
ing little spaces and things
tucked away in plain sight. It
is not that they are secret at
all, rather, they are little tid-
bits of history that have been
ignored, forgotten, or un-
kept. This article will look
at a few of these interesting
things that you can explore
while meandering on foot
or by car, in and around the
town.

As time passes, we forget
when buildings were built
or replaced. This is natural.
One fascination that I have
is when a building has a date
stamp. It can be etched into
the brick or it could be a spe-
cifically designed date stone
or plaque.

Here are a few examples
to observe around town: The
Masonic Hall on Broadway
= 1904; Annandale School
on Tillson Ave = 1950; Defi-
nite Styles Salon building
on Brock Street east = 1905;
McDonald Building on north
Oxford Street = 1912; St.
Andrew’s Church on Brock
Street = 1930; St. John’s
Church on Rideout Street
= Aug. 18, 1899; St. Paul’s
Church on Rideout Street =
originally built in 1865 and
destroyed by fire but rebuilt
in 1912; And, though it is not
viewable now, as it is within
the building, the foundation
stone of the former Rolph
Street School was also laid
in 1912, along with the name
of the school trustees and
the principal at the time.

There is a hidden trail on
the east side of Broadway
south. This walking trail
allows pedestrians to walk
up or down Broadway to
Bloomer Street. When you
investigate this area, you re-
alize thatthere is no sidewalk
or safe walking space for
people if they are venturing
down to John Pound Road.
As you traverse the steep,
stoney and rooted pathway
that runs parallel to Broad-
way, you are led to Bloomer
Street. If you keep walking
and cross Bloomer, you will
venture over the foot bridge
that leads to Van Street, and
then Coronation Park. This
trail is a lasting vestige of
the George and E.D. Tillson
years when they established
industry there. This would

be the pathway that work-
men walked down to get to
the forge and furnace, wood
working buildings and later,
the cereal mills.

While down exploring
Tillsonburg south on John
Pound Road, walk around
the green space north of the
Mill Restaurant. Here you
will find the brick ruins of
a building foundation. To-
day it is filled with trees
that have grown inside and
around it, but it is clearly
visible. You can even see
an arched part of the con-
struction on the west side
of the foundation. These are
the remnants of the Tillson
Flour Mill.

Additionally, to the west,
take a look at the retain-
ing wall that attaches to
the road. In the spring and
summer, the vines obscure
a good view of the wall.
But when you do get a good
look, you’ll notice that the
stones do not match. It looks
as if a building was once
attached to this hill. And
indeed there was! Old pho-
tographs show the flour mill
standing in the junction of
Bloomer Street and John
Pound Road, the size of the
building compensated for
the grade in the landscape
and, it was built attached to
the roadway. In fact, when
you look at the picture clos-
er, there were rail tracks that
ran along Boomer Street in
front of the flour mill and to
the other mills down John
Pound Road. As you know,
the flour mill was just one
of many types of milling in-
dustries on that stretch: oats,
pea and barley and later bran
flakes.

When was the last time
you walked around the
cemetery? Check out the
Pioneer Graveyard too, but
the Tillsonburg Cemetery is
really impressive! The first
thing you will notice is the
incredible landscape. There
are old graves within ter-
raced plots. Secondly, you
will recognize the names,
whether you knew the per-
son or not, you will recog-
nize “Tillsonburg” names.
Then, once you start look-
ing more closely, you will
see the varied designs and
styles of the grave markers.
Some are flat, others tower,
some are small, others mon-
umental, some legible while

others are broken or unread-
able. There are fraternal
crests, etched images, pic-
tures of the deceased, and
personal offerings that are
left. You will marvel at the
three mausoleums as solid,
lasting, resting places for
long-gone individuals. You
can also wander through the
cemetery and see random
military gravestones (identi-
fied by their common shape
and cross), even though
there is a section in the back
dedicated to veterans.
While you’re exploring the
cemetery, [ want you to look
for a grave marker that looks
like a gray monument but is
metal. It is the grave marker
of the Merrill family: David
Merrill (born December 20,
1817, and died November 11,
1889), Nancy McBride (born
March 13, 1829, and died
March 21, 1917), and Walter
(born April 8, 1864, and died
April 5, 1882). This type of
marker was made famous
and produced between 1874
and 1914 by the American
Monumental Bronze Com-
pany. They marketed the
product as “white bronze,”
but it was really zinc. They
were purchased through a
catalogue and made to or-
der. They were easy to erect,
clean, and read. They be-

THE TILLSON FLOUR MILL AT ITS PRIME

The foundation of the flour mill is still visible today, a short distance from The Mill Restau-
rant, and is in fact in the green space adjacent to the mill. This gives a sense of how close
together the mills were in the day.

came popular because they
did not rust, crack, or disc-
olour. This is why they look
so new and modern yet were
placed in the late nineteenth
century. To my knowledge,
this is the only grave marker
of its type in the Tillsonburg

Cemetery.

These are just a few of
the neat things to observe
when you’re out looking for
features beyond the con-
temporary. Do you know of
other buildings with dates or
inscriptions? Are there oth-

(CONTRIBUTED PHOTO)

er secret paths? What foot-
prints of past architecture
can still be found? And, next
time you find a grave marker
made from ‘white bronze,
look at the dates and notice
how old it is but how good
it looks!
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Isa Tillsonburg Fact!

DR. JASON PANKRATZ

Post Contributor

It was optioned to me, thanks to my re-
cent book, that I create 200 more facts for
this article. Nope. But I have done some re-
search and have 20 new facts. (20 is close
to 200, but I've left out a zero). I won't go
deep into the history but rather, provide
readers with just the facts!

1) We remember the Normandale Fur-
nace and Forge partnership between
George Tillson, Hiram Capron and
Joseph VanNorman, but there was
another partner who we do not recog-
nize: John White, the fourth additional
partner. Little is known about him.

2) By 1881 the population of Tillsonburg
was 1939 and there were 441 houses
in town.

3) E.D. Tillson had a steamboat that the
family used to sail on Lake Joseph. It
was named “The Oscar Wilde.”

4) Mary Ann Tillson hosted a “Crazy
Tea” party at Annandale House on
Wednesday, Feb.15, 1892. Its theme
was to resemble the ‘madness’ of the
book Alice in Wonderland.

5) Tillsonburg’s earliest northern town
limit was the street Washington
Grand. Later it became Concession
Street. North of Concession Street was
another village called Campbelltown.

6) There is a curved path that goes from
Brock Street and meets up with Till-
son Ave. This was originally the route
of a train track down to Bloomer

TIRECRAFT

Helping Canadians Get Ahead

Street.

7) A Dbrick-lined grave vault (using
blonde Tillson bricks) was discovered
in the Pioneer Graveyard during a res-
toration revitalization project.

8) Johnny Cowell (1926 — 2018) was a
celebrated Canadian trumpeter, com-
poser, and arranger, born in Tillson-
burg.

9) Annandale House displays eight bells
for communication. Seven are in the
breakfast room (six bells and one elec-
tric) and one in the maid’s room on the
third floor.

10) South of the Mill Restaurant is a
road to the west that does not go any-
where. It is named Borden Crescent
as it was an entrance to the Borden
Milk Plant. It is now a walking trail
that takes you to Baldwin Street.

11) Tillsonburg manufactured electric
streetcars from approximately 1912-
1914. 1t is believed that a streetcar
from The Tillsonburg Electric Car
Company exists in town and is a pri-

vate residence.

12) King Hiram Masonic Lodge cele-
brated its 100th anniversary in Till-
sonburg in October 1957.

13) The Bell Canada phone company
created the 688 prefix for Tillsonburg
phone numbers in January 1986.

14) The Rotary Clock tower on Broad-
way flies the national flags of the in-
ternational students who are in our
community participating in the Ro-
tary exchange.
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(JASON PANKRATZ PHOTO)

Fortunately, one of the invitations to Mary Ann Tillson’s “Crazy Tea” survived more than

125 years later.

15) There is a gun range in the basement
of Annandale School.

16) Hyman Street is named after EW.
Hyman, a tanner. He had a tannery
(to cure leather) at the corner of Till-
son Ave and Oxford Street until 1866.

17) Tillsonburg does not have a commu-
nity water tower. We have access to
natural water sources as well as a
reservoir.

18) Tillsonburg’s OPP police station used
to be on north Broadway, and is now
a private residence. The town police
station was in the town hall, and then

it occupied space next to Maple View
Variety on Concession Street, before
its current location (amalgamated
into Ontario Provincial Police) next
to the fire station.

19) Tillsonburg created and hosted the
Lake Lisgar Arts Festival for a few
years in the mid 1990s.

20) The Tillsonburg Horticultural Soci-
ety makes our town look beautiful
throughout the year. Notably, they
look after the gardens at the Legion
and Annandale House among other
public areas.

Congratulations to the
Town of T zllsonburg on 200 Years!

Proudly Canadian founded and operated, TIRECRAFT specializes in
providing superior tires, wheels, accessories and automotive services
across locations nation-wide. Our extensive range of products and services
backed by superior expertise mean you can rely on TIRECRAFT for
trustworthy advice, honest suggestions and competitive prices.

M&J Tirecraft Tillsonburg
327 Simcoe Street, Tillsonburg, ON | 519-842-3321 | tirecraft.com
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Read All About It: Books about Tillsonburg’s history

DR. JASON PANKRATZ

Post Contributor

People have asked me why I chose to write a
book about Tillsonburg for the 200th anniversa-
ry of the founding of the settlement.

Firstly, I have researched, written and pre-
sented Tillsonburg’s history for years. Secondly,
[ wanted to create a work based on research that
would add to the historical resources regarding
our town’s heritage. The fun part about research
is the hunt. I used multiple sources during my
planning and writing. I wanted to make sure
that facts and content were accurate to the best
of my abilities.

Here are some of the sources I used.

A great resource and collectible is the book
“Tillsonburg: A history, 1825-1982” by Dr. John
Irwin Cooper (1905 to 1994) and John Arm-
strong (1933-), former mayor from 1977-1982,
and published in 1984. It is a comprehensive
historiography of the settlement up to the early
1980s. This is a great resource because it pres-
ents the most comprehensive content regarding
George Tillson and the settlement years. The
book details the transformation of Tillsonburg
from a small pioneer settlement into a thriving
agricultural and industrial hub, emphasizing
the role business, railroads, and manufacturing
in shaping the town’s economy and identity.

The authors also delve into the social and
cultural evolution of the town. They document
the impact of major historical events like the
World Wars and the Great Depression on the
local population. They do this by providing an-
ecdotes and photographs that bring the town’s
history to life.

The next two books were written by former
librarian Matthew Scholtz (1946 to 2023). “Till-
sonburg Diary: A Chronological History 1824-
1994, in 1994, and “Tillsonburg Album: A
Photographic History,” in 2014.

The first book captures the essence of devel-
opment by documenting key events and com-
munity milestones. You can literally flip to a
specific decade (within reason) and find out the
major goings-on in town. Scholtz meticulously
researched newspaper articles to re-report the
most fascinating aspects of our town’s growth.
We can learn that as of January 28, 1926, 19
Ford cars had been sold in Tillsonburg. And, on
February 2, 1970, Riley’s Motor Hotel became
the first building in town to obtain the new
“Contempora telephone” which had the rotary
dial as part of the handset.

Scholtz’s second book is a visual chronicle of
Tillsonburg’s evolution, capturing the town’s
essence through a collection of historical pho-
tographs. The book spans from the 1800s to
the early 21st century, showcasing aerial views,
postcards, and images of key landmarks such as
churches, schools and businesses. Photographs
are accompanied by informative research that
provides context and historical insight.

What makes this album particularly engaging
is its thematic organization, with chapters dedi-
cated to specific aspects of Tillsonburg life such
as industry and business, community events and
organizations, and notable residents. Scholtz’s
work not only preserves the visual memory of
the town but also evokes personal connections
for readers, many of whom recognize the names
of people and establishments that, through the
passage of time, we have lost. Matt’s books are

exceptional resources for documented readable
history but also because of the value of the pho-
tographs, in context and in number.

The four books by Bert Newman (1897 -
1992) offer a nostalgic collection of personal
memories and local anecdotes that paint a vivid
portrait of his life in town. Written in his later
years, Newman drew from a lifetime of experi-
ences to recount stories about the town’s people,
places, and transformations. These books are
not formal historiographies, but rather storytell-
ing in print; filled with humor, nostalgia, and
a deep affection for the community he called
home.

The books, “Reminisces about Tillsonburg”
(1986), “More Reminisces about Tillsonburg”
(1987), “Once Upon a Time: Further Reminis-
cences About Tillsonburg” (1988), and “Those
Were the Days: More Reminiscences about
Tillsonburg” (1989), are especially valuable for
their intimate tone and the way they preserve
local heritage through storytelling. Newman’s
reflections include descriptions of long-gone
buildings, local businesses, and personalities,
offering readers a sense of community and
connection to the past. Edited and introduced
by Dave Stover, the volumes also include pho-
tographs. These books serve as a unique cultur-
al memory, about a time and place that differs
greatly from our current experience.

Now, these are just the publicly-published
books, if you want a true wealth of informa-
tion, get yourself the booklets created by Laurel
Beechey. These can be purchased at Annandale
House National Historic Site. Laurel has provid-
ed, arguably, the greatest content (in scope and
volume) in preserving and sharing the history

of Tillsonburg through her extensive research.

Laurel is an expert on all aspects of the Till-
sons, town businesses, architecture and the
evolution of the town at large. Through her
columns, personal research notes, and public
talks, Laurel has become a trusted figure in dis-
seminating the history of our community. She
is someone who ensures that Tillsonburg’s past
remains accessible and meaningful for future
generations. She has influenced and supported
me greatly. Thank you, Laurel!

Each of the books mentioned have been long
out of print but can be found at auctions or es-
tate sales. You can also obtain these books, if
you can find them (available and affordable) on
book purchasing websites. Someone recently
complimented my work saying that my book
was now part of the “good company” of his-
torical resources about Tillsonburg and that I
was now an official Tillsonburg historian. It is
a pleasure to be a steward of our history and as
a resource for future historians, just as others
have been for me.
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Cransportation in Cillsonburgy

The Canada Southern Railway, second by a hair

JOAN WESTON

Post Contributor

On Feb. 28, 1868 a charter was secured for an extension of
the “Erie and Niagara Railway”. American investors financed
this venture, which then took the corporate name of “Canada
Southern Railway” on Dec. 24, 1869. This railroad was to extend
289 miles from Fort Erie to the Detroit River, being the short-
est, most efficient transportation route between New York State
and Michigan, thereby becoming a threat to the existing Great
Western Railway.

In 1871, the Township of Derecham voted to give a bonus of
$15,000 toward the 16-million dollar cost of construction. The
Canada Southern passed to the north of Tillsonburg, as Tillson-
burg was not yet an incorporated town and could not collect any
bonus money to entice the officials to pass through town.

The eastern half of the Canada Southern Railway reached
north of Tillsonburg and lost the race with the western half of
the Canada Air Line south of Tillsonburg by a few hours on Nov.
14, 1872.

Once Canada Southern’s standard gauge double track was
completed, Tillsonburg citizens were divided in a controversy
between placing the station on Cranberry Street where the rail-
way officials had planned on putting it, at mile 90.83 from the
International Bridge at Fort Erie, or on the Plank and Gravel
Road (now North Street and Broadway).

In a lengthy article on Dec. 12, 1872 in the “Observer”, W.S.
Law wrote a heavily-biased argument in favour of the Cranberry
Street station. In his first argument, he claimed that it was in
the interests of three-quarters of the inhabitants of the town to
create a road from the Market Square over to Lisgar Avenue,
thereby needing to build a bridge over Stoney Creek. From Lis-
gar Ave., the route to the station was straightforward. In doing
so, the business section of the town, from Mr. Miles’ carriage
factory to the bottom of Broadway “would be retained...making
the downtown handsome, well-built, compact and convenient”.
If, on the other hand, the station were located on the Plank Road,
“the chances are that the whole distance along the Plank Road
would be dotted with more or less pretentious places of business,

(ANHS PHOTO)
A steam locomotive pulls into the Canada Southern station
off of Tillson Ave. Although this railway is now decommis-
sioned, trains ran on the Detroit-Buffalo line into the 1990s
and passenger trains frequented the line in the 1970s, al-
though it’s unclear when Tillsonburg stopped being a stop.

forming a long, straggling, mean-looking, inconvenient business
place.”

In his second argument, W. S. Law thoroughly proved that it
would be a half-mile shorter round trip for the farmers to take
their produce from Market Square to the Cranberry Station, “no
slight consideration to a farmer with a tired team and a long
drive home before him.”

Thirdly, Law stated that since Mr. J.V. Borland and the land-
owners around the Cranberry site were willing to provide the
land for and pay for roads to access the station from the north
and north-east, and since E.D. Tillson was willing to pay for the
construction of a bridge and the widening of Lisgar Ave., all at a
cost of $6,000 to $10,000 the ratepayers of Tillsonburg would not
have to pay any extra taxes! But, if the station were at the Plank
Road, not only would ratepayers be taxed for the construction of
roads coming in from the north-west, but also, they could face a
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toll-gate placed between the railway and the town by the Road
Company, who would want to benefit from the increased traffic
to the station.

Needless to say, the Cranberry Street location won the day.

The last rail of the Canada Southern line from Windsor to Fort
Erie was laid on Feb 20,1873. The “Observer” noted on February
27, 1873: “Waterford Feb. 20 The last rail of the Canada South-
ern Railway was laid today. This is claimed to be the first new
road of any great length laid throughout with steel rails. the road
is nearly a straight line between the Niagara and Detroit Rivers,
96 per cent of the entire distance being straight with no grade
exceeding 15 feet to the mile. It is being ballasted with great
rapidity and will be opened for business the coming spring....”
The entire length of the line ended up being 228 miles, 2 miles
longer than the Canada Air Line, from Windsor to Fort Erie. By
May 1873, three months after Great Western’s Canada Air Line,
Canada Southern was operating regular freight and passenger
service.

The Panic of 1873 was responsible for the failure of several
large railroads in North America, including the Canada South-
ern. In 1874, the Canada Southern Railroad Company declared
bankruptcy. Cornelius Vanderbilt, owner of the New York Cen-
tral Railway, took control of the Canada Southern in 1876, sim-
ply by guaranteeing the bonds.

OnJan. 1, 1883, the Michigan Central Railroad leased the Can-
ada Southern for 21 years. By the end of 1885, the Michigan Cen-
tral had completed a freight-switch down to the centre of town,
much to E.D. Tillson’s delight. His cereal mills were beginning
to operate at capacity and the long delays in making delivery at
railhead on Cranberry Lane were costly. The freight sheds were
by the spur line track, between Elgin and Harris Streets.

New York Central, Penn Central, Conrail and CPR/CNR all
used the original Canada Southern Railway tracks until they
were removed in the 1990s.

Currently, Jim Thompson Desjardins Insurance occupies the
Cranberry Street station built in 1877. Around 199,5 the build-
ing was moved back from the tracks, closer to Tillson Ave. and
turned around so that the main door is facing Charles Street. The
original bricks of the platform are still surrounding the building.

HAPPY 200™ TILLSONBURG!

New Doy Toxi &

Business Owner ~ Ervin Underhill

Monday - Saturday: 6am - 1am
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519-842-7889

New Day, the better way to enjoy
your commuting experience!

newdaytaxi101 @gmail.com
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Canada Air Line—for trains, not planes

JOAN WESTON

Post Contributor

I grew up listening to train whistles or the
sounds of trains shunting cars just past Lis-
gar Ave. at Fourth Street. There were five
rail lines in Tillsonburg for decades, so for
the citizens hearing the trains was part of
the fabric of life in town. The first railway
was the Canada Air Line.

In 1868, the proposed Canada Southern
Railway promised to increase competition
for the lucrative rail traffic of the Great West-
ern Railway in Southern Ontario because it
had a substantially shorter route than the
GWR’s main line. Therefore, Great Western
had no choice but to come up with its own
more direct route. In July 1869, the GWR
obtained a charter for its “Canada Air Line”
to diverge from its main line at Glencoe and
to cut 146 miles across Southern Ontario
paralleling the Canada Southern’s track all
the way in a straight line to Fort Erie. The
route, because it went on flat tableland, level
with Lake Erie, had easy gradients, so since
the same engine power could haul greater
loads, the GWR would make greater profits
on the Canada Air Line. The estimated cost
of the line was $25,000 per mile.

The single track Canada Air Line passed
to the south of Tillsonburg. Heading east,
the line had to cross the deep valley of the
Otter Creek. The bridge contractors began
construction in January of 1872. They pur-
chased lumber from sawmills near Delhi
and Courtland. They employed seventy men
who were probably all highly-skilled timber
workers. On the flats under the Otter Bridge,
the contractors set up their sawmills and
metal-working shops for cutting and thread-
ing bolts, making spikes and fabricating
the heavy tie rods required for truss work.
Horsepower drove the machinery. Ten piers,
or clusters of timber, supported the Howe
trusses, which carried the deck on which
the standard gauge 4’8-1/2” rails were laid.

An article in the June 20, 1872 Tilson-
burg Observer stated: “[The bridge] is over
fourteen hundred feet long, one hundred
and eighteen feet high, and has required
nearly one million five hundred thousand
feet of lumber in its construction. It speaks
well for the contractors and their workmen,
that not even one stick of timber has been

L

(ANHS PHOTO)

Operated by GIO Rail today, the former Canada Air Line was located on the south end of town. This steam locomotive is pictured outside
the former Tillsonburg Junction station, which was on Vienna Road. Running from St. Thomas to east of Delhi in more recent times, the
line has been exclusively freight for decades. The eastern end of the railway has been moved back and it no longer runs to Courtland.

lost, nor a single mistake in the construc-
tion made since this immense structure
was commenced—every stick fitting as if it
had grown there.” The completed Air Line
Bridge was the second longest and highest
railway bridge in the Dominion.

On July Ist, 1872, the bridge contrac-
tors threw a Dominion Day party for their
employees and friends. There was dining
and dancing under the bridge, and drink-
ing—limitless quantities of tea. A galaxy
of railway officials also descended on Till-
sonburg: Sir Thomas Dakin and the Hon.
William McMaster, chairmen, respectively,
of the British and Canadian Great Western
Railroad Co. boards; Sir John Carling, a
prominent Western Ontario politician, and
many others. To the anxious town officers,
these officials promised that the company
would grant “all the necessary facilities” to
Tillsonburg.

By Nov. 21, 1872 the western gang of
track layers for the Canada Air Line was be-
yond Courtland, and expected to complete
the Line at Tillsonburg in a few days.

A Dec. 5, 1872 “Tilsonburg Observer”
article reported, “Mr. J. Wheeler has com-
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menced the construction of the engine
house, tank house, etc. at the Tilsonburg
Station [known as Tilsonburg Junction].
The engine house will be east of the station
grounds, and it will be continually kept a re-
serve engine.”

There is some confusion about where ex-
actly this engine house was located. Pos-
sibly the freight sheds, wood sheds, engine
house and a water tower were situated at
Vienna Road. At Tilsonburg Junction, there
must have been at least the station house and
water tanks.

The Canada Air Line began operating
from Windsor to Fort Erie on Monday
morning, Feb. 17, 1873. The “Observer”
noted, “The whole of the line is laid with
steel rails and the track is solid and smooth.
Five freight trains are run over the road dai-
ly and one passenger car is attached to each
train for the convenience of the public.”

Townspeople had to make their way by
horse and buggy south-west of town in or-
der to board the east-west Canada Air Line
trains.

The Canada Air Line sometimes offered
excursions to Niagara Falls from Tillson-

burg. The frequent trains could also pose a
danger. On Jan. 4, 1878 “about 10 o’clock,
a man named Wm. Graham, while in a bad
state of intoxication, left a rig standing un-
hitched in front of the Stilwell House near
the Loop Line depot (Tilsonburg Junction),
while he went inside for a drink. The horse
took fright at a passing freight train, and
ran away, smashing the buggy badly. The
poor brute in its fright, got caught in a cattle
guard, when it was struck by the train and
killed. The rig belonged to Mr. Wm. Harris,
of Dereham.”

In August 1882, the Great Western Rail-
road was taken over by the Grand Trunk
Railway, and by 1884 the Canada Air Line
had also merged into the Grand Trunk Rail-
way. In 1923 the Canadian National Rail-
way took control of the line.

Of the five rail lines in Tillsonburg, parts
of two remain in use. CN Railway has leased
the line from St. Thomas to the Tillsonburg
depot at Vienna Road and Highway #3 to
GIO Rail. The original Canada Air Line
through Tillsonburg, including the bridge
over the golf course, is still operational 153
years later.
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Ay Back Still Aches
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The story behind Tillsonburg’s song

DR. JASON PANKRATZ

Post Contributor

Civic pride grows when someone fa-
mous talks about a specific community.
The Guess Who wrote and performed the
song “Running Back to Saskatoon.” The
Tragically Hip wrote and performed the
song “Bobcaygeon.” The Hip also mention
the community of Moonbeam and Neil
Young recalls the village of Blind River.
Canadian music is full of honourable big
and small community shout-outs. You
cannot travel through these places without
thinking, playing, and singing these tunes.
And of course, we in Tillsonburg, have
our own communal shout-out anthem.

Stompin’ Tom Connors (February 9,
1936, to March 6, 2013) wrote and per-
formed the song “Tillsonburg” for his
1971 album “My Stompin' Grounds.”

Stompin’ Tom was born in Saint John,
New Brunswick. From his youth through
his adultyears, he crossed our nation taking
in the histories of rural and urban places.
Always attracted to music and becoming
prolific in his storytelling, he established a
career performing and recording. His mu-
sic struck a nerve with Canadians because
of his Canadiana and the places and songs

that identified regional culture. His songs,
“The Hockey Song, “Bud the Spud,” and
“Gumboot Cloggeroo” exemplify the
homespun, back-porch lyrics and sound of
his brand of music.

He obtained his name by way of his
‘stomping leg’ to keep time. Later, he
would use a piece of plywood or board to
stomp and then donate to the local com-
munity. One of these boards was donated
to Tillsonburg after a concert.

The song recalls the experience of prim-
ing tobacco in Tillsonburg. It is a recollec-
tion that many from our surrounding areas
would have had during the heyday of the
tobacco industry between the 1950’s to the
1990’s. He distinctly sings about the work,
experience and environment of priming
tobacco. Above it all, he, and the song, de-
scribes and emphasises the physical exer-
tion of the labour.

His lyrics would make sense to my fa-
ther, who grew up on a tobacco farm. He
knew the stages of its growth to harvest.
I have no knowledge of this. If anything,
I experienced it through selling the final
product. I sold tobacco products when I
worked at Pantry Mart, a long gone con-
venience store that was on John Street in
town

= Stompin® Tom

T

(JEFF HELSDON PHOTO)

Stompin’ Tom Connors tribute to Tillsonburg is one of the many small-town Canada trib-
utes that is part of a display in the Stompin’ Tom Centre in Skinners Pond, PEI. Connors
penned the song about Tillsonburg after working in tobacco in the area.

I travelled through Europe in 2005 on a
history trip with local teacher Robin Bark-
er-James. It was an excursion to import-
ant sites of World War One and Two. We
visited seven countries. We stayed in Par-
is and Prague. We went to Vimy Ridge,
Nuremberg, and saw all matter of histor-
ical content. One day we were resting in
the common room of a hostel in Berlin.
We had just completed a walking tour of
the city and were ready to go for supper.
As we visited with others in the hostel an-
other traveller looked at me smiling. We
had heard each other speak and we gave
a wide eyed ‘you know English’ look to
each other.

He said to me, “Where are you from?”

I replied, “Canada.”

He said, “I know, but where?” I said,

“Ontario.” He said, “I know but where?”

He said, “I am from Guelph.”

I said, “I'm from Tillsonburg.”

He smiled widely and said, “My back
still aches when I hear that word.”

We momentarily exalted in the fact
that we were visiting Berlin, Germany, in
Europe and had travelled from Canada,
from Ontario. At home we lived only an
hour-and-so apart from each other. It was
an incredible experience to connect with
someone overseas who was ultimately so
close to my community. And, with some-

one who knew our community moniker,
as stereotypical as it is for anyone from
our town to hear.

On the home front, we laud Stompin’
Tom because of his native storytelling and
general Canadian fame. And Yes, he did
come to Tillsonburg! He was inspired to
write the song thanks to his experience of
priming tobacco. But his song was not just
a passing title. He returned to the com-
munity to perform. Connors performed
in Tillsonburg four times. The first was
in 1971, the year the song “Tillsonburg”
came out on the album, then in 1990, 1999
and lastly in 2006.

What is brilliant about the song is that it
starts with the question: “Hey Tom, have
you ever been to Tillsonburg?” From then
on, the song is a reflection of his experi-
ence. [f you analyze it from there, you real-
ize that the song is a criticism. It becomes
a negative reflection, not of the town, but
of the experience of priming. This fact is
often lost on listeners.

I wish I had been more aware of his
presence playing in town. I would have
been there and tried to get his autograph,
or a picture. But none-the-less, even if |
don’t have a tangible trophy or artifact
from him, I have the assurance that he
produced a song about my place that I am
invested in.

MAPLE MANOR

Long Term Care Facility

Congratulations, Tillsonburg!

Celebrating 200 Years of the place
we're proud to call home!
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519-842-3563 ® maplemanor.ca
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