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The Historical Society of St. Catharines 
 
P.O. Box 25017, 221 Glendale Avenue, Pen Centre, St. Catharines, Ontario L2T 4C4 
 
Our mission and goal is to increase the knowledge and appreciation of the 
history of St. Catharines and area. The Society was founded in 1927.  Our 
Society is affiliated with the Ontario Historical Society.   
 

Please visit our website: http://stcatharineshistory.wordpress.com  Newsletter contact: hssc.newsletter@gmail.com  
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REMEMBRANCE 
 

 

We wear a poppy during the two weeks before November 11 to honour those 
who have sacrificed for our freedom.  Lieutenant-Colonel John McCrae of 
Guelph, Ontario was a Canadian Medical Officer during the First World 
War, and his poem “In Flanders Fields” inspired the use of the poppy as the 
symbol of remembrance to Canada, the Commonwealth and the world.  In 
the years following the Armistice of the Great War, countries adopted the 
poppy as a memorial symbol.  These original poppies were handmade of 
cloth in France.  The proceeds from the sale of the cloth poppies provided 
financial aid to French children’s charities and returning servicemen in need 
of welfare and financial support. 
 
The poppy was adopted on July 5, 1921 as the Flower of Remembrance in 
Canada.  The Royal Canadian Legion suggests that poppies be worn on the 
left lapel or as near the heart as possible.  The Legion uses the Poppy Fund to 
provide financial assistance and support to veterans, including Canadian 
Armed Forces and RCMP, and their families who are in need. 

http://stcatharineshistory.wordpress.com/
mailto:hssc.newsletter@gmail.com
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LECTURE PROGRAM – NOVEMBER 2017 to JUNE 2018 
Program Subject to Change 

 
2017 
 
NOVEMBER 23 Show and Tell. The Historical Society presents its annual evening of Show and Tell, 
where Society members and friends are invited to bring in their family’s favourite local historical artifacts, and 
step forward to explain their history and meaning. Please contact program director Dan Sundy at 
drsundy@vaxxine.com to participate.  The opportunity to participate is open to everyone with a good story. 
 
2018 
 
JANUARY 25  Carla Mackie, Historical Services Coordinator for the City of St. Catharines will give an 
illustrated talk about Morningstar Mill. 
 
FEBRUARY 22  Terry Hughes, Welland historian.  His topic will be Welland Canal Landscape 
Recounts the evolution of ships, traffic organizations, the Welland by-pass and accidents to ships and canal 
structures.   
 
MARCH 22  Dr. Kimberly E. Monk, Department of Archaeology and Anthropology, University of 
Bristol, will talk about her work on the Shickluna shipyards.  
 
APRIL 26  Dr. Laurence Steven, retired professor of English at Laurentian University in Sudbury.  
He will explore the different manifestations through time of the area surrounding the point -once known as 
Turney's Crossroads - where St. David's Road crossed Davis Road just north of both Lock 21 of the Third 
Canal, and the old Thorold Cemetery. 
 
MAY 24  John Brown House. Facing Pelham Road near the Short Hills Provincial Park is one of 
the area's earliest surviving dwellings, designated for its heritage value by the City of St. Catharines.  The 
property was built circa 1810 and is associated with one of Niagara's earliest settlers, John Brown (Braun), a 
United Empire Loyalist who served during the American Revolution as a provincial soldier.    
 
JUNE 28  Group lecture from the St. Catharines Museum and Welland Canals Centre staff on 
preservation of your historical treasures at home. They will describe how to handle and store objects. 
 
The Society gratefully acknowledges the support of the Ontario Ministry of Tourism and Culture. 
 

 

HISTORY NOTE 
 

On November 1, 1879, the St. Catharines Street Railway Company opened a short public transit route operating 
horse-drawn street cars.  The company was chartered to extend transit service in the towns and villages of Port 
Dalhousie, Merritton, St.Catharines, Thorold and Grantham Township.  The system that started with horse-
drawn street cars would later become the world’s first commercial electric railway.  
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HISTORIC WELLAND CANALS MAPPING PROJECT 

 
The keynote speaker for the October meeting was Colleen 
Beard, who is the Map Librarian and Head of the Map, Data 
and GIS Library at Brock University.  She is working on an 
extensive project to document as many features as possible of 
the first three historic 19th century Welland Canal systems as an 
online interactive map.  First-hand research includes exploring 
the length of the Canal system from Port Dalhousie south, 
documenting her discoveries, taking pictures and marking 
significant locations precisely onto a digital base map.  The 
result of these efforts is an online map where features such as 
the former canal locks, weir ponds and even individual bollards 
are located and selectable with a click of a mouse so you can 

see more detailed information about the structure, including a picture inventory and a description including its 
significance.  Mapping software is used to overlay historic hand-drawn maps onto precise modern digital maps, 
a process known as ‘rubber sheeting’ which is electronically stretching a digital copy of the historic map to fit 
closely over the key locations on the modern map.  A similar process is used to overlay and stitch together 
aerial photographs.  The online map provides tools where you can select from several historical maps and aerial 
photos superimposed onto a modern base map.  The effect is amazing: like time travel! You are encouraged to 
use the link to the online map of the Historic Welland Canals Mapping Project: 
https://brocku.ca/library/collections/mdg/maps-geodata.  The Map Library at Brock holds an extensive archive of 
historic maps and aerial photographs of the Niagara area that are available to the public. 
 
Here is a sample taken from the online map, showing the historic 1921 Aerial photo mosaic on the left 
superimposed onto a modern map of South St. Catharines on the right: 
 

 

https://brocku.ca/library/collections/mdg/maps-geodata
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THOROLD RECOGNIZED FOR HERITAGE PRESERVATION 
Wins National Heritage Award 

 
Three significant heritage awards have been received in Thorold recently, for ongoing efforts to create and 
implement heritage policies, to preserve heritage assets and to develop the 2014 Downtown Streetscape 
Master Plan – a fundamental document that emphasizes heritage is a key component in the downtown area.  
Congratulations to everyone whose dedication and commitment to heritage advocacy has resulted in this 
recognition.  Of special note, Pamela Minns, secretary-treasurer of Heritage Thorold Local Architectural 
Conservation Advisory Committee, has been instrumental in getting several properties designated as heritage 
sites and for preparing the nominations for the awards.  Very well done!     

 
The Municipality of Thorold was awarded 
the National Trust for Canada’s 2017 Prince 
of Wales Prize for Municipal Heritage 
Leadership from nominations from across 
Canada.  Under the patronage of Prince 
Charles, His Royal Highness the Prince of 
Wales, the annual prize is awarded to a 
municipal government for exemplary 
commitment to the preservation of heritage, 
identity and sense of place.   
 

At a recent ceremony at Toronto’s Osgoode Hall, two more Thorold heritage achievements were recognized 
by Architectural Conservancy Ontario.  Sarah King Head’s report on Beaverdams, a Cultural Heritage 
Landscape claimed the Margaret & Nicholas Hill Cultural Heritage Landscape award.  This award 
recognizes an individual, group, or project that has heightened awareness and appreciation of Ontario’s 
significant landscapes, or endeavoured to preserve a noteworthy example of the product of human interaction. 
 
Shannon and Michael Passero, owners of The Post Office women’s clothing store, won the Paul Oberman 
Award for adaptive re-use of the former post office on Front Street in Thorold.  The Paul Oberman Award 
recognizes those responsible for projects that highlight and incorporate significant heritage structures in 
fitting and imaginative ways, thereby conserving them for future use and enjoyment. 

 
 

OUR HERITAGE ON CHURCH STREET 
 
St. Catharines Municipal Building officially opened 80 
years ago in August 1937 at the time of the Great 
Depression.  Queenston limestone from the locks of the 
abandoned Welland Canal was re-used in its construction 
that featured an Art Deco façade designed by Robert Ian 
Macbeth.  ‘City Hall’ included the headquarters for the 
St. Catharines Police department, the Magistrate’s Court 
and holding cells.  The building replaced the former 
James Rae Benson residence that had served as the 
municipal building for the previous 70 years. 
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PEANUTS, POPCORN…AND CHARDONNAY? 
St. Catharines’ downtown theatres rise, fall, and (hopefully) rise again: a brief history.                                           

By Elizabeth Finnie 
 

I’m happy to report that with the advent of our new Film House, movie-going is once again alive and well in 
downtown St. Catharines.  The non-commercial Film House, part of the new FirstOntario Performing Arts 
Centre at 250 St. Paul St., opened to the public on February 23, 2016 with the screening of its first film, 
Brooklyn. After a gap of about twelve years, it’s a pleasure to be able to walk downtown again to enjoy a 
movie and maybe, even, a glass of Niagara wine with your popcorn. 
 
“Going to the show” has been a long tradition in St. Catharines.  In the 1870s it was a very different 
experience.  Our first theatre, the Grand Opera House at 47 Ontario St., was built in 1877.  The property 
had been sold to the Academy of Music by J. P. Merritt. Prior to that, the land was owned by Robert 
Hamilton as far back as 1796.  The opera house was a fine ornate theatre, at least in the interior, featuring 
private boxes and velvet curtains. Attending theatrical events was a formal affair:  the Grand even had its own 
orchestra.  Much ink has been spilled in researching the history and subsequent demise of this grand theatre, 
which in its heyday could hold up to 1200 theatre-goers.  Concerts, plays, “tableaux” and later vaudeville 
shows were presented under gaslights.  Despite a major fire in 1895, the Grand Opera House went on 
delighting audiences until a second fire in 1926. By 1928 a local company, ‘Recreation Alleys’, acquired the 
property, tore out the theatre seats and installed a ten-lane bowling alley. Under various names, and best 
remembered as Dorado Lanes, the bowling alley flourished until about 1964.  A fire in 1992 finished off most 
vestiges of the building. 

 
A Standard article c. 1976 by Henry P. Nicholson recounts many movie memories from the days when he 
delivered newspapers as a boy in 1908 and 1909. He mentions several long-gone theatres including the Bijou 
on Queen St. across from the Standard, where he and his chums could view silent, black and white movies 
featuring “very fast moving people”. Another favourite theatre was the Gaiety on St. Paul and Ontario Sts. 
This building disappeared to make way for the access to the original Burgoyne Bridge in 1915.  He also 
remembered the Hippodrome on St. Paul St. near James.  This theatre was first opened in June 1907 by a 

“Mrs. Hastings” who lived in 
Buffalo and owned a theatre of the 
same name in Buffalo as well.  The 
Hippodrome seemed to feature 
religious productions and five-cent 
admissions.  In January 1908, only 
six months after its opening, a fire, 
likely caused by a spark hitting 
celluloid film, led to the tragic 
death of the fifteen-year-old 
projection operator.  This tragedy 
had one positive result: when the 
theatre reopened later the same 
year, there was a new emphasis on 
fire safety.  Eventually the 
Hippodrome closed its doors in 
1921. 
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The King George Theatre was one remembered by the late Lou Cahill in a Standard article. It was built in 
1915 on the east side of James St., a location commonly known as “Peanut Alley” according to Mr. Cahill.  
Its architect was Thomas Wiley and the original owner was Thomas McIlwain.  Its first showing was 
Carmen, starring Theda Bara.  An April 1929 Standard article “Talkies at the King George” reported 
“capacity houses in all-talking program” and that “the King George has the latest word in Northern Electric 
equipment to present in either Movietone or Vitaphone.”  A March 1998 Standard article by Dennis Gannon 
chronicles its renaming to the Granada in 1936 and the Park in 1947.  It closed in 1956, a victim, according 
to Mr. McIlwain, of television. 
 
The Griffin Opera House was another theatre with a long and varied history.  Located at 280 St. Paul St., it 
presented the “first Canadian showing” of Charlie Chaplin’s iconic silent film The Tramp in 1915.  Built by 
John Griffin c. 1908, the theatre boasted over 1300 seats, including box seats and a large balcony.  There was 
a stage, with a small orchestra pit and dressing rooms under the stage. The ceiling was lavishly decorated 
with angels and cherubs on a blue sky. Vaudeville and high-wire acts amazed the audiences.  In 1941 it was 
renamed the Palace Theatre and was used for fundraising efforts during the war. Gracie Fields sang with the 
St. Catharines Collegiate choir in that year. Undated Standard ads proclaimed “Jack Joyce‘s Eight Dancing 
Horses: the most remarkable exhibition of animal intelligence…never in all St. Kitts’ vaudeville history has 
there been a feature to equal…” And in August 1964 there was a very different performance: the Beatles’ 
first movie A Hard Day’s Night was shown on a very stormy night. Local teenagers lined up for as long as six 
hours to view this “premiere”.  In 1973 a fire severely damaged the theatre. At a cost of around $200,000 the 

theatre was renovated, turned into 
twin cinemas and reopened as the 
Town Cinemas.  But the very next 
night another fire damaged the rear 
of the theatre. Ever since, the once 
venerable building has deteriorated 
despite the best efforts of owners 
Art and Bette Lefstein who bought 
the building in 1993 with the hope 
of restoring the original Griffin 
theatre. Although they had much 
verbal support from local heritage 
groups, it was not enough. In 2000 
St. Catharines City Council turned 
down their request for $500,000. 
The building has languished ever 
since. 
 

In April of 1920 the Allen Theatre opened at the site of the old R.H. Smith Saw Works at 174 St. Paul St.  
Operated by brothers Jule and Jay J. Allen, the huge new theatre joined fifty-two Allen Theatres across 
Canada.  This “Adam style” building would seat 1200, 1300, or 1400 people, depending on which write- up 
you believe! It also boasted 102 box seats, and a “new pipe organ from a Woodstock manufacturer” and was 
deemed the “handsomest motion picture house in Eastern Ontario”. Mayor Edwin Lovelace officiated at the 
grand opening while a “superb orchestra” played under the direction of Mr. Harry Duxbury.  By 1924 the 
name had changed to the Capitol Theatre.  Gloria Swanson, and later King Kong, both entertained its 
audiences.  In 1939 the theatre underwent renovations, including the installation of “Dunlopillo seats” and 
“special earphones for the hard of hearing”.  It reopened on September 3, just as war was declared. Large 
crowds lined up to see Spencer Tracy star in Stanley and Livingston.  But by 1967 the Capitol was closed.  In 
1971 it was replaced by the Leonard Motor Inn. (And is now the location of the Performing Arts Centre.) 
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The year 1939 saw the opening of 
two more downtown theatres. In 
April a Standard article described 
in breathless detail the “polished, 
black, red and primrose yellow 
façade” of the spanking new 
Centre Theatre at 8-10 James St. 
with its “soft diffusion of neon 
lighting” and “attractive smoking 
lounges for men and women.”  The 
Centre Theatre closed in 1962. In 
May of 1939, the Lincoln Theatre, 
at 386-9 St. Paul St., opened to 
even more fanfare. Another 
Standard article described the 
“beautiful semi-circular marquee, 
thick rich carpet…, gold fish 

pond…, a drinking fountain as modern as tomorrow”. “Slumping into the smoking loges you are destined to 
see with ease”. Mayor Charles Daley opened the theatre, and the first show was Three Smart Girls Grow Up, 
starring Deanna Durbin and Robert Cummings. In 1974 The Exorcist was entertaining its customers. But by 
the early 1980s the theatre was faltering. Several attempts were made to revive it but its doors closed finally 
in 1985…. (Ironically, just a few days after writing this piece, in September 2017, I learned that the marquee 
of the old theatre was in the throes of being dismantled.) 
 
This is just a very brief overview of some St. Catharines movie theatre history. Our townspeople, like most, 
craved entertainment and often distraction from the real world, especially during wartime. Promotions were 
popular, such as a whole Wild West parade down St. Paul St. to advertise a western movie at the Capitol in 
the 1920s (well documented in a January 21, 2017 Standard article by Dennis Gannon).  Television, along 
with the general move to suburban shopping malls, no doubt caused the decline and fall of our old and much-
loved movie theatres, which had run the gamut from live acts to vaudeville to silent pictures to talkies. But 
our desire to be entertained continues to this day. And so we can be optimistic that the Film House will be a 
bright new chapter in downtown St. Catharines movie-going. 
Thanks to the St. Catharines Public Library’s Special Collections Department and to Dennis Gannon for the use of files 
and photos. 

 

HISTORY CONTINUES AT 250 ST. PAUL STREET 
 

Film and live entertainment continue 
the tradition in downtown St. 
Catharines.  The new FirstOntario 
Performing Arts Centre is a 95,000 
square foot state of the art cultural 
complex with four performance 
venues hosting 600 events annually 
with local, national and international 
artists. Designed by Diamond 
Schmitt Architects, the PAC also has 
a significant role in revitalizing the 
downtown core.  
Ref: Tourism St. Catharines  
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A WALK AROUND TOWN 
 

The Mayholme Foundation have just published an essential 
collection of historical narratives referenced as “The Junius 
Articles”.  Originally featured in the St. Catharines Journal in 
1856 these articles were written under the pseudonym 
“Junius” whose observations represent a series of ‘walks 
around town’ from A-Z.  The book includes a reproduction of 
the Map of the Town of St. Catharines Canada West as 
surveyed and drawn by Marcus Smith 1852. Great value at 
$30.  Part of the proceeds of every book sold by the HSSC 
benefits your Historical Society. 

 
Makes a great gift! Available for a limited time 

through the 
HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF ST. CATHARINES 

and 
MAYHOLME FOUNDATION 

Family History Research Centre 

525 Ontario Street 

St. Catharines, Ontario L4N 6P5 

 

UPCOMING EVENTS 
 
Event information and links to external websites are provided as a courtesy for members of the Historical Society of St. 
Catharines (HSSC).  The HSSC is not responsible for the delivery of content from third parties.  Event details and future 
schedules may be subject to change. 
 
November 11, 
2017 
 

Remembrance Day.   
Wherever you are, reflect and acknowledge the men and women who served or continue to 
serve their country during times of war, conflict and peace by attending a ceremony near 
you, observing a moment of silence at 11 a.m.  Royal Canadian Legion Branch 24 (St. 
Catharines) will hold a Remembrance Day service at 10:15 a.m. at City Hall, where veterans 
will lay wreaths at the Honour Rolls and Watson Memorial on the lawn, and Parade to the 
Cenotaph in Memorial Park.  RCL Branch 138 (Thorold) holds a Remembrance Day Service 
and Parade to Cenotaph starting at 10:40 a.m. at 2 Chestnut St. E. 
 

November 12, 
2017 2:00 p.m. 
  

The Welland Canal Fallen Workers Memorial 
The unveiling ceremony of the Welland Canal Fallen Workers Memorial takes place at Lock 
3 at the St. Catharines Museum & Welland Canals Centre, 1932 Welland Canals Parkway, 
St. Catharines.  The Memorial is the result of years of research, planning and fundraising to 
honour the 137 workers who were killed while building the Welland Ship Canal between 
1914 and 1932.  
https://www.facebook.com/canalworkersmemorial    

https://www.facebook.com/canalworkersmemorial
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November 18, 
2017 
  

St. Catharines Family History Workshops 
A series of workshops presented by the St. Catharines Museum staff provide participants 
with tools and skills to gather, share and preserve their family stories. The cost is $10. 
 November 18, 2017: “Telling It Like It Is: Oral Histories” 
 January 27, 2018: “Preservation Techniques: Making Memories Last” 
 March 31, 2018: “A Guide to Archives, Maps & City Directories” 

Pre-registration is required.  www.stcatharinesmuseum.ca or 905-984-8880 to register. 
  

  

HSSC MEMBERSHIP  
 
Consider a membership with the Historical Society of St. Catharines.  Your Society membership renews 
annually in September for the upcoming season.  Annual Membership Dues are $10.00 for an Individual or 
$15.00 for a family.  The Historical Society puts those dollars to work as research and support for projects that 
align with our mission of increasing knowledge and appreciation of St. Catharines and local area history.     
 

 
 
Join us at the St. Catharines Museum and Welland Canals Centre at 7:30pm on the 4th Thursday of the 
month from September to June (except December).  Arrive early to visit the Museum before the meeting starts.  
Learn more about local history through our excellent lecture program featuring a wide variety of expert 
speakers.  Museum staff often feature a historical artifact from the museum collection related to the lecture topic 
at each meeting.  You will have the opportunity to present your own piece of history at our popular annual 
“Show and Tell” meeting.  You will receive a newsletter 4 times a year.   
 
We strive to meet the needs of our Society members.  We are considering the location of future monthly 
meetings and we need your feedback.  Accessibility, meeting room capacity and cost, convenient parking, 
proximity to a bus route, safety and comfortable chairs are all important factors for our members. 
 Do you prefer our current location at the St. Catharines Museum and Welland Canals Centre?   
 Or would you prefer the St. Catharines Downtown Central Library? 

 
Please indicate your preference when you complete your membership form.  Thank you for being a member! 

http://www.stcatharinesmuseum.ca/
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ANNUAL MEMBERSHIP FOR SEPTEMBER 2017 through AUGUST 2018 
 
Annual Membership Dues:  Individual $10.00; Family $15.00 
 
Make cheques payable to: The Historical Society of St. Catharines 
 
Membership dues can be paid at any HSSC Meeting, or mail to: 
The Historical Society of St. Catharines 
P.O. Box 25017, 221 Glendale Avenue, Pen Centre 
St. Catharines, Ontario,  L2T 4C4 
 
Your membership information will not be shared with any other group or business.  If you wish to receive a 
membership card, notify John Calvert at:  jcalvert57@hotmail.com. We are also now sending the newsletter to 
members by e-mail, so we ask that you provide your e-mail address on the membership form. 
 
Note: If you have already renewed your membership, please disregard this notice. 
 
For your record: Renewed on:             Cheque in the amount of: $               
 
Remove the form below and return with your remittance 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
The Historical Society of St. Catharines 
 
Membership Dues for year September 2017 through August 2018 
 

 Individual  ($10)  New Membership 

 Family  ($15)  Renewal 
 
Name(s):                                                                                                                                              
 
Address:                                                                                                                                              
                                                                                                                                                 
Postal Code / Zip Code:                                 Telephone Number:                                                                                                     
 
Email Address:                                                                                                                                            
 

 I would like to receive the Society Newsletter, meeting reminders and notices by e-mail 
 I would like to receive the Society Newsletter by print 

 
Do you have a preference where we conduct our meetings? 
 

 St. Catharines Museum and Welland Canals Centre (current location) at Lock 3 

 St. Catharines Public Library (Central Library) 54 Church Street 

 No Preference 

Comments:                                                                                                                                              
 
 

mailto:jcalvert57@hotmail.com
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