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The Royc:i ;
was the fir"

roy road to the lake'. The road was Division
Street, leading past White's
Mills· and
northwards towards Rice Lake. At first the
settlement was called Hamilton, after the
Township, but, in 1819, the inhabitants
selected the name Cobourg in honour of the
marriage of Charlotte Augusta, Princess of
Wales, to ,Prince Leopold of Saxe-CoburgSaalfield. At first the name '\'as spelled both
in the German and English versions, but
officially it was always 'Cobourg',
If the earliest settlers ,,,ere predominantly .-\merican in origin. they were joined,
lwl ween 1815 and 18~W, by emigrants from
England and Scotland, most of them discharged half-pay army and na"y officers
\\·hose sen'ices were no longer req uired after
\\"aterloo. The first intimate picture of life
in the settlement is gi\'en in the letters of
Prances Ste'nrt,
who visited the "illage in
18"2'2, She found that many of the ladies
lin:-d it gay life:
'Th~y dress in very smart suitable style. They think
nothing of giving fifty or one hundred guineas for a fur
lIluff or tippet. ' .. \Ye went first to the Covert's who
are very decidedly English; then to Capt. Boswell's
where we remained for tea; two other English families
were here, the Faulkners and the Sowdens from Bath.
They came to Cobourg a year and a half ago, and now
have the nicest farm here, with every comfort. The
people here have a book society among themselves,
each member paying four dollars per annum.'

:rom enited Em':
; first inhabitants;'
trail. The sons of~
g Americans, an
the British Isles,
Tradition and th
Id grants unite to~
:rson the title ot
i Cobourg, in the
,wever, that Eli~
·ty White, miller;;
thaniel Herrim
Jose proximity to
time, and within:.,;
,0.the first store.

In 1824, when }Irs, Stewart
visiteq
('obourg again, there were about one hundred inhabitants
and a much-improved
village: "~umbers
of houses have been
built, two large shops are nearly finished.
Rev. :\-1r. Yfc.\ulay has a nice ne'" parsonage, and there is a neat little ~Iethodist
chapel.' The :\Iethodist minister was Anson
Green, and his circuit comprised a route of
hundreds of miles east, west, and north into
the Indian lands beyond Rice Lake.
The chief topic of conversation in early
Cobourg, says :\1rs. Stewart. was the projeeted formation in London, England, of the
Canada Company to encourage emigration
III Cpper Canada;
and a good deal of human
experience .. much of it sad and some of it
\'icious, is implied in the fact that there still
"xists a Toronto office of that Company to
keep an eye on farm mortgages, some of
which originated a century and more ago.
The Royal Mail Line of Stages. William
was the first Mayor of Cobourg, 1850.

Weller

As emigration to America changed from
a leisurely adventure to a grand rush to
escape pO"erty and unemployment, depression and repression, Cobourg became a port
of entry for lak.e shipping, then almost entirely by sailing-ship. The Peter Robinson
emigration of Irish, arranged at gO"ernment
expense to r:elieve the unfortunate state of
Ireland, encamped, in 182.5, on the sandy
beach which is now so important a part of
beautiful "ictoria Park; then they slowly
walked out to Rice Lake, ami onward by
flat-bottomed
boats up the Otonabee to
Scott's :\Iills (Peterborough). A re\\' of these,
and many later Irish, settled in Cobourg in
the district always called 'C orkto\\'Il',
The enterprising inhabitants of Cobourg
were soon busy forming a company to build
a harbour-for
there was no natural protection; and a charter for a railroad northward
to tap the rich timber resources along the
'back lakes' was being sought in the early
'thirties, before there were railways anywhere in Canada, and but few else\vhere III
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<!'J.f:: Company in pT<
,"?~.
will submit to 1
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,.~...
!the world. The 'Cobourg capitalists', as they
were usually denominated in neighbouring
Port Hope, tended to bite off considerably
more than they could chew, and well over a
million dollars disappeared in the Cobourg
and Peterborough Railroad and other ventures that failed. But if their reach exceeded
their grasp their initiative was certain'l.y
commendable, and a great deal of prosperity, as well as depressed times, arose from
their activities. In 1832, two of 'the literary
Stricklands'-Mrs.
Susanna Moodie and
Mrs. Catherine Traill-passed
through Cobourg and found it a bustling place, so many
immigrants arriving daily that accommodation at inns could hardly be obtained; but
they were glad to find 'a select society' and
'many families of respectability'-that
illusory something which was to become the
sine qua non of the "Victorian way of life.

one of which, the Sentinel-Star, has had 114
years of unbroken existence. Lo,'ell's Canada
Directory for 1857-58 gave the population as
'about 7;000', a figure Cobourg has never
approached
since. Its growth had been
rapid. In June, 1837, the settlement had become an incorporated village governed by
a Board of Police consisting of a President
and four members. In 1850 it was incorporated as a town, with William 'Yeller as first
Mayor.
As there were then no railways, the roads
were very important. Plank roads were tried
and found wanting in the 'forties, and toll
roads took their pla~e, lasting down to the
closing years of the Great ·War. The following broadside emanating from Port Hope
was inspired by something more venomous
than grim humour, for incendiaries actually
burned the toll-house:

The next thirty years was the heyday of
Cobourg. The town had t\yo newspapers,
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I3llt in 186-t~

Co.

On Dl'cetllber ::!!). 185+, a notable e\'ent
occurred. This '\'as the official opening of
tlte Cobourg and Peterborough
Railroad, ,-\.
grand free excursion across Rice Lake on
the three-mile
trestle bridge and on to
Peterborough
regaled a thousand citizens,
Fifty of the more promincnt
were enter-'
tained at dinner in Pcterborough's
To\\'n
Hall. :\Iany and appropriate
\\'ere the addresses deli\'ered Oil this occasion, but that
,,1' \Yilliam \Yeller, stage-coach
proprietor,
was undouhtedly
the cle\'erest:
he .-ald, ''''hy

thought th"t Cobourg had a fair chance tu
I-fallliltnn ;lnd Torontu a~;l l,.'entrf'" or illdu:-itn.
building III the C;rand Trunk Ibil"'a.'·
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Bllt thc llice Llkt' trestle bridge shorllv
way, the forces of nature, it is said,
ll('ing aided b\' lllen hired bv the ri\'·d rail11'''.\' from Porll
rope who lo~sencd th'c holts
""-pring approached and the ice was aboul
to {'['usll against the structure, Hard tinws
f"ll he;l\'i!y on Cobourg, ,\ tra\'eller. John
\(;III'C
'c'lfI )CS tl 1(; C J lilngc III
.
' rIC's
a Ietter to

'The G.T,n, must h,,"e let lIIe "If at the "Tong pl"e-e.
. The hari,our has ne-,,hipping: the IUlUher no\\' goes
"ia Port Hope. There i" not wu"h public .>pirit no"':
Cobourg looks dr\' and .;Ieep". E"en the sidewalks ('n'
out for repairs, One of the ,ide,Yalk planks sprang up
and nearh' killed a magistrate:
all his own fault. sa"
the lO\\'ll;people-\\'hat
"Jusin,:s,.; had he at tbe end ~f
the board' :\pathy is th~ order (If t he day. Inattention
to public

busines."

SlIggt:,4s

In .::.tr;tngers that

the

town

has gone to the dogs.'

But the \Yoollen ",rills resumed operation", and in the 'se\'enties the Crossen Car
Works developed fmIll the old Helm Foundry, so the depression carne to an enJ, .-\.nd
if you like walking you can still tra\-el onr
the old Cobourg and Pderborough
Railway
rOiLdbed past Ba.ltimore and on to Harwood
on Rice Lake, and, ,lS you elljoy the pastoral
.;cenery, reflect. upon Burns' words,
'ThE' best-laiJ schemes 0 mice and men
Gallg aft a-gle,\".
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grandfather and great-uncle of the present
(1944) Mayor, and officially opened by the
Prince of Wales (Edward VII) during his
visit to Canada in 1860, the building is
among the best of Canadian town halls. Unfortunately,
however, the bond issue by
which its cost was paid was only recently
discharged.
'Vith a royal name, Cobourg was frequently
yisited by royalty.
The most
notable, of course, was when the Prince of
Wales came and danced with the belles of
the district in 1860, remaining over night
(if any was left of it) at the old home of the
Honourable Sidney Smith, to the west of
the to\\"D. Belleville and Kingston were
omitted from the Prince's itinerary because
their Orange Lodges were too aggressive to
suit the Royal secretary, the Duke of
Newcastle, a Roman Catholic; while in
Toronto the Royal party neatly avoided
passing under the Orangemen's Arch. In
Cobourg a party of Xative Canadians, wearing large silver maple leaves, drew the
Prince's carriage to Victoria Hall, where
Mayor Beatty and other dignitaries presented their addresses.
In 1879, the GOYernor-General, the :\farquis of Lorne, accompanied by the Princess
Louise, paid Cobourg a visit. A guard of
honour under Colonel J. Vance Graveley
aided in their reception, and :\Iajor George
Guillet, the :\Iayor, welcomed the vice-regal
visitors. In the custom of the times the
J\ ational Societies were prominent in the
reception, as were also the various fraternal
organizations, the Fire Brigade, and other
social and educational societies. :\Iore recent
,-isits of celebrities hav(' perhaps lacked
some of the dignity that ,,,as so characteristic of earlier times.
In 1848, and again in 1855, the PrO\'incial
Exhibition, forerunner of the Canadian Kational Exhibition, was held in Cobourg.
Frequently the Governor-General attended
these agricultural and industrial fairs, which
were held only in a few of the chief cities
and towns. In Cobourg the fairground was
located in the west end of the town, beside
the large millpond north of the Ontario
'''oollen :\fills. A ploughing match was also
~96
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held, and after the grand dinner that con.
cluded the show the gentlemen of Cobourg
held steeplechase races-in which, of course,
they themselves rode.
The greatest crowd came to Cobourg, in
1859, to see the execution of Dr. '~!illiam
Henry King of Brighton for wife-poisoning.
The scene was the old Court House (now tbe
Home for the Aged) to the northwest of the
town, in the old settlement
long called
Amherst. Ten thousand spectators, including a tribe of Indians, came from all directions and crowded into points of vantage.
The event was highly satisfactory
to all
concerned,
for even :l\1ethodist Victoria
College closed for the day, the doctor rose to
the occasion with a typically Victorian address from the scaffold, a woman or two fainted in the crush, everyone was satisfied that
justice had been done, and the hangman's
rope was cut up for souvenirs (the writer
was bequeathed a piece!). The other great
iegal battle in Cobourg was the far-famed
libel suit of Sir Arthur Currie versus Preston
and 'Vilson, in 1928, when Canada's wartime Commander vindicated his good name
in the face of charges relating to the Battle
of Mons ,vhich closed the Great War.
In early Cobourg the industries were, in
general, small but very numerous. A flour
mill or a sawmill was frequently the nucleus
of pioneer settlements, and a distillery was
often operated as an adjunct to the grist
mill. Besides these, early Cobourg had
foundries and machine shops, coopers and
tanners,
brickworks
and cabinet
shops,
saddlers and harness-makers,
and shoemakers who really made shoes. There were
two marble factories (presumably cutting
tombstones), a carriage-maker, two chandlers or candlemakers, a soapmaker who used
wood ashes for his potash, a ropemak12r,
three brewers, and numerous ship,nights
and builders, carpenters,
tinsmiths,
plasterers, blacksmiths, and painters.
The modern industries of the town are
steady rather than spectacular. The hundredyear-old Woollen Mills near the mouth of
the Factory Creek has been converted into
the Cooey Machine & Arms Company. Once
a distillery, the old factory buildings on
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William Street have long manufactured mat~
by these summer visitors, became worldting and carpets. The old Model School on
famous just prior to the Great War, and
hotels like the Arlington and the Columbian
University Avenue (which the writer once
attended) is now the Lydia Pinkham Mediprovided a gay and cosmopolitan rendezcine Company; while the old Steel Plant on 'vous. But times change, as well as tastes,
and what remained of the great summer
Ontario Street has been converted into
Douglas-Pectin Limited. The Cobourg Dyeresidences largely passed into disuse during
the Great Depression of the early nineteening Company, Canadian Canners Limited,
Donald McKinnon & Sons, Edwards & thirties.
Always a very loyal town, Cobourg has
Edwards Limited, the Bird-Archer Company, and the Dominion Wheel and Foundsupported the war effort of the second World
War as it did the first-and
the wars, rebelries Limited comprise the chief other induslions,
and
Fenian
scares
of
the
past. Perhaps
tries of Cobourg. For nearly forty years the
the
spirit
of
old
Cobourg
is
best
exemplified
two great car ferries running winter and
by
a
story
told
about
'Squire'
George
summer from Cobourg to Charlotte, port of
Daintry, Mayor in 1864-1865 and prototype
l{ochester, ha\"e given to the harbour someof 'the fine old English gentleman' in the
thing of the appearance of an ocean port.
and when the St. Lawrence de\'elopment is well-known song .. -\t the time of the Fenian
completed it \yill be one.
raids in '66 the townspeople were aroused
:\early half a century ago Cobourg began
by the rumour that Irish in\'aders had set
to be tbe ~VIeecaof .-\merican aristocrats and
sail and were crossing the lake to attack
Cobourg. Squire Daintry \\'as so incensed
financiers in search of a place to spend the
that he took down his old fO\ding-piece from
summer and some of their wealth. Palatial
the wall and marched to the harbour, hophomes were erected on elaborate estates in
ing to have first shot at the invaders. ~Iuch
the suburbs, and Ci\'il "'ar generals and
Pittsburgh steel magnates hobnobbed with
to his disgust, none arri\'ed, but on the way
home he shot a stray pig and felt much
such Canadian \'isitors as could keep up the
pace. The Cobourg Horse Show, supported
better!
LT, PHILIP BAINBRIGGE
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