
Wednesday, April 25, 2007 • Page 4

f you believed initial remarks on the twin-pad arena
project made by Essex Mayor Ron McDermott at
last Friday’s special council meeting, you might

have momentarily concluded that the beleaguered proj-
ect was about to move a step forward.

Dozens of project supporters turned out for the meet-
ing, which was wisely moved to the Civic Centre in
anticipation of a large crowd. Coun. Paul Innes was

expected to reveal a
new set of arena
plans, which turned
out to be an $8.75-
million facility that
would anchor a new
ice pad to the existing

arena, much like the $10-million plan already under
review. 

“I’ve been told – get ‘er done,” McDermott said. The
statement suggested some urgency.

But only moments later, the mayor surprised virtual-
ly everyone when he voted alongside councillors Innes,
Rogers and Timmins in favour of deferring a decision
to move ahead in principle with one of the three twin-
pad options that had just been reviewed. 

“It’ll still go ahead, it’ll just take two more weeks,”
McDermott reassured concerned attendees afterwards.

The mayor was referring to the time it will take for
engineers to examine the existing arena for structural
stability and prepare a report. Two of the three twin-
pad options are dependent on using the existing facility
and adding onto it. The third option, the most expen-
sive at $15 million, involves the construction of a
brand new twin-pad facility with a community room.

Coun. Morley Bowman’s remarks on the importance
of sending a message that the Town of Essex is ready
to proceed in principle with one of the three twin-pad
options appeared to be lost in translation.

It is unfortunate that the Kinsmen – the group
entrusted with the daunting task of raising $1.5 million
– are still dangling in the wind on this issue.
Fundraising efforts have been completely stymied by
the lack of decision and failure to progress with the
project. And costs are naturally climbing.

It is equally unfortunate that a definitive answer on
whether the existing arena is structurally capable of
sustaining an adjoining structure has not been sought
before now. If its shelf life is close to expiry, two of the
three options go straight into the garbage. Consultants
have already cautioned the town about the problems
that can arise when a new arena is tagged onto an older
existing one. 

It is confounding how arena projects in this county
typically begin with big fanfare and fireworks only to
fizzle out or fumble along. This project is still fumbling
along but the decision makers have got to start acting
more decisively if we’re to avoid the dreaded fizzle.
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Fighting the fizzle

his year marks the
100th anniversary of
the first Essex

explosion. Five thousand
pounds of nitroglycerine
were being transferred
from the main line to the
branch line bound for
Amherstburg in August
1907 when the improperly
packed load exploded.

From various accounts,
we know that the explo-
sion was so severe it
shook windows in down-
town Detroit. Trainmen
Leo Conlon and Joseph
McNary were both killed.
The stationmaster, Mr.
Stimers, suffered moderate
injuries but lost his hearing
for life. The last thing he
ever heard was the nitro
exploding. As late as the
50’s his wife was living in
their home that still stands
on Cameron Avenue.

Dr. J.S. Laird, the town
doctor, died two hours
after the blast from what
was listed as natural caus-
es, but the terrific shock of
the event must have played
a part. He lived in what is
now the Stewart L.
Kennedy Funeral Home,
which was built by Dr.
Laird in 1880. All of the

windows were blown out
in the blast, so his funeral
took place in the front yard
of the mansion.

Among the many build-
ings destroyed as a result
of the explosion was the
Methodist Church. Rebuilt
the following year, this
impressive structure still
occupies a peaceful green
space in the centre of town
as the Essex United
Church. 

Essex has, over the
years, lost all public her-
itage buildings. Only the
Michigan Central Station,
Essex United Church and
the Carnegie Library
buildings are still with us.
Some very well cared for
private structures also
remain.

Seventy-three years later
another explosion rocked
the downtown core as a
result of a natural gas
explosion at the rear of the
Aberdeen Hotel block.

As we commemorate
the centennial of the 1907
explosion, the never-say-
die spirit of the people of
Essex should be remem-
bered. Each time they
came back to rebuild. 

Heritage Essex, a non-
profit corporation that
operates the historic Essex
Railway Station on behalf
of the Town, has produced
a historical video high-
lighting significant mile-
posts in the history of
Essex. It may be purchased
at the railway station.
Plans are also underway to
commemorate the 1907
explosion this August.

By the way, you are
reading this account from
the only business to sur-
vive both the 1907 and the
1980 explosions, the Essex
Free Press, whose
reporters covered both
events. Next time you
view our historical murals
or visit the station, remem-
ber our past struggles and
hopes for the future.
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