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FIRE DESTROYS AN HISTORIC TREASURE

On 10 July 2020 a fire at 398 Mountain Brow Road destroyed the oldest house in Burlington.
*See Woodhill, page 6 for more information*
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President’s Report

Joan Downey

This summer has proven that Canadians are nothing if not consistent - we are never satisfied with
the weather.
We had a very late spring and everyone was
wondering when it would warm up. When would it ever
get warm enough to put out the tomato plants? Well, it
‘warmed up’ with a vengeance and we saw a very hot and
dry summer so far. As I am writing this the weather has
cooled somewhat and the windows are open to let in the
breeze.
1897 Cold frames on the Unsworth Farm made from windows from the
Crystal Palace, Hamilton

Unfortunately the summer weather has made
some drop their guard and ignore precautions put in place to protect us from the COVID-19 pandemic.
In 1918 during the Spanish Flu Pandemic there were also ‘mask slackers’ and groups who insisted in
holding large public gatherings. The 1918 Spanish Flu saw 3 waves: spring, fall and winter with the winter
wave ending in the Spring of 1919. We don’t want to see 3 waves of COVID-19 so please encourage
friends and family to not drop their guard.
I sent an email earlier in the month giving an update on our status with the library. For anyone
who didn’t see it – there will be no BHS public meetings until January of 2021. That may be wishful
thinking and I’ll update as a firm date is established.
The executive members are presently looking into
providing other methods for us to stay in touch and
continue to share historical stories.
In the meantime, keep up your spirits and when
you are sorting through old photos consider sharing
photos of Burlington during the 1950s and 60s with the
Burlington Historical Society.
East side of Brant Street 1962
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Early Trains
This article, submitted by Pat Taylor, is taken from “A History of Sarnia to 1990” by George
Smith and Leslie K. Smith
“Up to 1880 and 1881 all the locomotives running over the Grand Trunk Railway used wood as fuel.
These engines were equipped so that there would be the least possible danger for setting a fire along the rightof-way. On these engines there were three types of smoke stacks used, the balloon, the mushroom and the
diamond, and every engine wore a petticoat (perhaps the reason for the locomotive being referred to as a she).
The object of the large stack and petticoat was to prevent the sparks from escaping. However, the petticoat had
another duty to perform, in that it gave an even draft to the fire. The wood was much cleaner than coal but it
was much harder to fire and keep burning evenly. When the locomotives were changed from wood burners to
coal burners there were only a few alterations necessary. These included the stacks, the grates, the fire-box door
and the dampers.
The Old Wood Burner: The wood burning locomotives is a story in itself, especially regarding equipment
which was needed to keep the supply of fuel ahead of consumption. For these engines there was , first, what the
railwaymen called the wood train consisting of approximately twenty cars, a locomotive and a caboose and two
or three second class coaches for housing and dining the forty men aboard who were employed in loading and
unloading the wood from the train. Wood was cheap in those days and farmers clearing their land would cut
the trees during the winter and then haul the wood to the railway tracks where it would be piled up in long tiers
about three cords high. The wood train would then pick it up and haul it into the terminal to the wood depot
where it would be piled up again. Then the sawing machine would be operated by about twenty negroes and
horses and carts would be used to haul the wood to the machine. These cutters were experts at piling wood and
it was not uncommon to see thousands and thousands of cords of wood piled high and ready for use along the
line.”
FYI: A cord of wood equals a neatly stacked woodpile – four feet high, eight feet long and four
feet deep
Editor’s Note:
This photo is of the first steam
engine manufactured in Canada.
Built by the Toronto Locomotive
Works in 1853. The factory was
located at Queen and Yonge,
near the present St. Michael’s
Hospital.
Note the elaborate smoke stack
and the ‘cow catcher’ in front.
Photo courtesy Toronto Railway Historical
Association
http://www.trha.ca/trha/history/selectedarticles/toronto-locomotive-works-1853/
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Burlington Reeves Part VII
Ellis Hughes Cleaver, (Dec 1867- Sept.1951), Reeve 1898
Reeve James Mortimer, Part VI, April 2020, served his term in 1893. The next two Reeves held
the office of Reeve for a second term and have already been discussed in these articles:
Part V, March 2020 - Thomas Atkinson: 1892 and again 1894
Part IV, February 2020 - Wm. Richardson, MD: 1887-1891 and again 1895-1897,
This article is about Ellis Hughes Cleaver who was the Reeve of the Village of Burlington in 1898.
James Cleaver, Ellis’ father, came
to Upper Canada from Pennsylvania in
1805, at the age of five, with his parents
John and Mary (Hughes) Cleaver. In
1813 he was at the Battle of Stoney
Creek, with the Cleaver horses. He
qualified as a Provincial Land Surveyor,
travelling to Hamilton to study at an
academy there. He was also a
schoolteacher, a farmer, and operated a
cheese factory, as well as operating the
grist mill, which was built in 1830. The
youngest of his 18 children was Ellis Hughes Cleaver.

Cleaver Grist Mill, Lowville

Ellis was born to James and his second wife, Jane, on 12 December 1867, just over 5 months after
Canada’s Confederation.
In 1889 we find Ellis a law student with the firm Dewart & Lawson
in Toronto.
On the 29th of May 1890, Ellis Hughes Cleaver, age 22, law student,
married Annie Jane Hoey from Binbrook. They were married in Lowville
by Solomon Cleaver (an uncle?). Ellis and Annie raised 6 children in their
home at 2063 Caroline Street in Burlington.
Ellis went on to become a practicing barrister in Burlington. In fact,
the 1935 Voter’s List shows both Ellis Hughes Cleaver and his son, also
Ellis Hughes as practicing Barristers in the town.
Ellis was a King’s Council. The following explanation is from Library
and Archives, Canada – “A King’s Counsel appointment is a mark of recognition
to honour lawyers who demonstrate exemplary service to Canadian society through their dedication to the law
and to Canada’s justice system.” (Minister’s Transition Book, Department of Justice) Among members of the Bar
itself, getting the designation is sometimes referred to in English as “taking silk.” This is because when you get
the designation you become entitled to wear silk robes that are also cut differently from the plain black cotton
robes.
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He also operated a fox farm and a mink ranch. In an issue of the Toronto Globe in 1897 it is
announced that E.H. Cleaver was recommended as a member of the standing committee on Temperance
for the Methodist Conference Brantford. His father, James, was a strong temperance man. His barn in
Lowville was the first in the area to be raised without whiskey as an incentive.
Ellis’ father James died in 1890. From that time the census reports show his mother Jane living
with Ellis and Annie.
This lovely family photo is from a greeting card. The message: “For you all from one and all. Ellis
Hughes Cleaver and Family, Christmas 1900”.

In the photo are Ellis Hughes, his wife, Annie Jane and 5 of their 6 children: Hazel Jessine: Hughes
(Ellis Hughes Jr.), Aubra Kathleen, Annie Jane and Helen Winifred. Ivan Cleaver, their sixth child is missing
from the group. He was not born until 19ll.
Ellis Hughes Cleaver died at St. Joseph’s Hospital in Hamilton on 14 September 1951 in his 84 th
year. He is buried in Greenwood Cemetery. His wife Annie died in 1958 and is buried with her husband.
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From the Archives

Pat Taylor

‘Woodhill’ was constructed on 122 acres in N.W. Burlington in
1833 – on what became Mountain Brow Road East. Adam Fergusson
named it after the family estate in Scotland. Sheltered by the
Niagara Escarpment, the house was built of local stone covered by
stucco. It was about 5,000 sq. feet; had walls at least 16” thick, and
baseboards that were 12” – 16” high. It even had ‘service bells.’ It
was of a size and design reflecting the straightforward approach of a
Scottish designer and builder.
The house was designated by the Ontario Heritage Act as a grade A heritage property in 2008.
The property was recommended, among other things, for its “density of history.”
On July 10th of this year there was a report that there had been a fire at Woodhill and the
Burlington Fire Department attended. Later it was reported the house was so severely damaged that
any standing walls will probably have to be taken down. Fire Chief Charlie Birch stated “the damage was
so severe that an investigation into the cause of the fire cannot be conducted.” Quoted from the
Hamilton Spectator.
But who was Adam Fergusson?
Adam Fergusson was born in1783 in Perthshire, Scotland at the family estate known as
“Woodhill.” By 1831 he was a wealthy educated landowner – one who oversaw 1,700 acres with 12
gamekeepers, had studied law and had been appointed a magistrate. He was a director of the Highland
Society of Scotland – an agricultural society. It was this society that asked him to make a tour of Upper
Canada to report on agriculture practices here. He was so impressed by what he saw, that 2 years later,
at the age of 50, he returned with his family – his 2nd wife, Jessie Tower (1st wife and daughter having
died), 6 of his 7 sons, a tutor for some of the boys and a manservant. As noted above, they settled on
122 acres in N.W. Burlington. Sheltered by the embankment, the south facing façade had a spectacular
view over what became the City of Burlington, Burlington Bay to Hamilton. According to the 1841
census, Adam had 35 acres cultivated and 85 uncultivated.
While the house was under construction he joined with James Webster, of the Township of
Nicol, to purchase about 7,000 acres and founded the town of Fergus; grist and sawmills were built and
then turned his management duties over to his son George. He also offered to build a church as soon
as a Church of Scotland clergyman could be obtained.
Politically, he sympathized with the goals of the reformer, William Lyon Mackenzie. It is said that
Adam tried to moderate Mackenzie’s thoughts and actions. He did not succeed. During the rebellion
of 1837 Fergusson led a militia regiment. The rest of his life he supported reform ideology. He was
chairman of the Reform Conventions of 1857 and 1859; at the age of 77 he declined a dinner invitation
extended by the Reform Association of Nicol Township (Town of Fergus area) due to his declining
health.
In 1839 Adam was appointed to the Legislative Council of Upper Canada and then was a member
of the Legislative Council for United Canada until his death.
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OTHER ACCOMPLISHMENTS
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Was instrumental in forming the Agricultural Association of Upper Canada – he was the first
president. The first annual exhibition was in1849. This was the forerunner of the Canadian
National Exhibition (the CNE).
He imported pure-bred Durham (shorthorn) cattle from Britain for breeding purposes and
established ‘The Fergus Cup’ awarded for the best Durham heifer.
He is credited with bringing a doctor from Scotland to help establish the Upper Canada
Veterinary School – later the Ontario Veterinary College and now part of the University of
Guelph.
Was a founder of the Canada Life Assurance Company
Was appointed a senator at the University of Toronto where he encouraged the establishment
of a ‘chair of agriculture.’
Often contributed articles to agricultural journals in Britain and the United States. In 1839 applied
for a government loan to aid in the publication of an Upper Canada agricultural journal.
Was appointed chairman of a commission of inquiry to investigate the management of the
provincial penitentiary in Kinston.

His wife Jessie died in 1856. In 1860 Adam Fergusson suffered a paralytic stroke. He died 2 years
later. Both are buried in the cemetery of St. Luke’s Anglican Church. His estate was left to his sons,
with a special bequest to his son Adam Johnston who was also deeply involved in political life: “the
furniture, plate, linen, pictures, books and heirlooms, carriages, sleighs ,,,,, in and about my residence of
Woodhill…. for his sole use…. failing him his issue” (From the book ‘The Governor’s Road by Mary
Byers and Margaret McBurney, 1982).
His eldest son, Neil James, had stayed in Scotland when the family emigrated. His last name
became ‘Fergusson- Blair’ when he inherited his mother’s estate and family name. His father left him a
sum of 100 pounds sterling, clear of legacy duty, to purchase some memorial of a father who loved him
well.
Also in 1862, Adam Johnston added ‘Blair’ to his surname so he could inherit the Blair estate in
Scotland after his older brother’s death. Adam Johnston Fergusson-Blair died in 1867, aged 52.
A real shame that the house and grounds never became a museum to show the agricultural
advances espoused by Adam Fergusson.

The Fergusson plot in St. Luke’s Cemetery
www.findagrave.com
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The Burlington Historical Society
Preserving Burlington’s History for Today and Tomorrow

Membership - 2021
Date: __________________________
Name: _________________________________________________________
Address: _________________________Postal Code:_____________________
Telephone: ___________________ Email address: _______________________

Membership Dues (check all categories that apply)
⃝ New Member

⃝ Family: $40.00

⃝ Renewal

⃝ Adult: $30.00

⃝ Senior: $25.00

⃝ Yes, as a new BHS member I wish to receive the Gazette newsletter and other e-communications
and understand I can unsubscribe at any time.

Volunteer
Join our volunteer team – please circle your interest(s)
RESEARCH - 50/50 DRAW - COFFEE - BYTES OF BURLINGTON - ARCHIVES - NEWSLETTER – OUTREACH
MEMBERSHIP - SPECIAL PROJECTS – GENERAL MEETING GREETERS – EXECUTIVE – DIRECTOR TELEPHONE COMMITTEE

Donation
I wish to make a separate donation to the society in the sum of _____________
A Tax Receipt will be issued for all donations totalling $25.00 or more
The Burlington Historical Society is a registered charity # 119217693RR0001
Mail completed form and remittance(s) to:
The Burlington Historical Society
Membership Convenor
PO Box 93164
1450 Headon Road
Burlington, Ontario L7M 4A3
www.burlingtonhistorical.ca
info@burlingtonhistorical.ca
www.facebook.com/burlington history

OR
Leave it at the Membership table at any General Meeting.
Make cheques payable to The Burlington Historical Society.
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