We Made Melita

MR. DODDS HAD A HARDWARE & GENERAL STORE as
well as a boarding house in the new settlement of Manchester,
which became Melita when it was discovered that the name
Manchester was already taken. When the railway arrived Mr.
Dodds was one of the first to move his business to the new
townsite. In 1890 he established himself as one of the first
property owners in the new village of Melita. His store was on
the site that would later be home to the Northern Bank. He had
a new store built there in 1903. When his property was sold to
the Northern Bank the store building was moved south to the
next lots.

Community Leader
Merchant G.L Dodds

Mr. Dodd’s name is scattered throughout the Melita story and
appears in several newspaper accounts of the time. He served
as a Land Agent for the Canadian Pacific Railway and Canada
North West Land Co. He sold farms and traveled to Ontario to
solicit settlers. He served as Magistrate. He was a tireless
advocate for the new community and took a leadership role in
many projects. As an example, he helped organize efforts to
create a ferry crossing for the new settlement. He served as
Reeve, and as such laid the cornerstone of the new Victoria
Methodist Church in 1897.

G.L Dodds’ store at the corner of Main Street and Front Street, before 1906.

In 1928 another notable citizen, A.B. Estlin, paid tribute to Mr.
Dodds in the local newspaper:
No history of Melita would be complete without
some reference being made to G. L. Dodds. He was
a man who devoted much time and ability to public
work, and to him we owe, among many other things,
our fine school building and our parks.
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His work in the Municipality of Arthur gave us
many improvements in the way of roads and bridges,
which contributed in no small degree to the
prosperity of the town.

Mr. Dodds was always bitterly opposed to the
incorporation of the Town, and also the Board of
Trade, but we always considered that his opposition
was due to his fear that the prestige of the
Municipality of Arthur might suffer, as he usually
strongly advocated any forward movement. His
policy of roads and bridges was much the same as
we find today.

His was a chequered career, and, like anyone else
who does public work, there were many who did not
see eye to eye with him; consequently, he had many
hard election battles. He was beaten for the third
time in the fall of 1901 and again in 1902 and 1903,
and although he still stayed in Melita, he never took
much interest in public life afterwards. Many of you
will remember, when after one of his defeats, the
"Municipal Cemetery" was laid out in his garden,
with graves representing the various reeves and
councillors who had fallen in previous municipal
elections with headstones of wood on which were
inscribed the date of their municipal demise, also a
quaint text making reference to some event in their
career, usually supposed to have been the cause of
their downfall. It was a very clever thing, and greatly
enjoyed by the people who were not represented
there.

Adapted from Our First Century, page 205

A stereoscopic image of Melita showing the whole streetscape.
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ALFRED GOULD, ONE OF THE FIRST PIONEERS to the
Sourisford-Coulter area was born in Plattsville, Ontario in
1856. He and his neighbor David Elliot journeyed west and
arrived at Sourisford in May 1880. Early photographs show
they had a meager beginning, living in tents until a log cabin
could be constructed.

Pioneer
Farmer Alfred Gould

When the log building was constructed, another building was
also constructed to the west at the foothills. This other building
became the centre for considerable activity over the next six
years, as it became a trading centre or general store for both
Aborginals and new homesteaders. Alfred Gould played an
important part in both the store and the community as
evidenced by the formation of a Pioneer's Association in 1889.
He served as its first president.
Alfred Gould married Rachel Snyder in 1886 in a ceremony,
witnessed by his fellow pioneer David Elliot. In the period
between 1880-1887 they homesteaded at Sourisford in the
location of a log house on the north bank of Antler Creek
which is located on NW 22-2-27W.
The Goulds in 1889 look up residence in Pierson, where they
operated a general store under the name of “Gould and Elliot,"
buying and shipping grain in anticipation of the railway line. In
1902 they went back to the Sourisford area. At this time they
constructed the stone house from fieldstone and mortar. This
house was located at the fork of the Souris River and Antler
Creek.

Lunch at the Sourisford Pioneer’s Association picnic in 1908. Alfred Gould was the first
president of the Association, formed in 1889.
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Following the establishment of a railroad to Coulter, Alfred
Gould built and operated a store there. Throughout his life
Alfred Could took an active part in the business and public life
of the community. He continued to take an active part in the
Pioneer Association and served on the R.M. of Arthur council
from 1900 to 1910, and also was involved in School Board
affairs and served as Sourisford's first postmaster, as well as
Coulter's first postmaster when that office was established.
Adapted from Our First Century, page 550

An archival photograph of the kind of “soddie” that many Manitoba pioneers built in the first
year of life in their new home.

Alfred Gould’s fine stone house at Sourisford., with what at the time was a very up-to-date
mansard roof – a hallmark of Second Empire style design, which was very popular around
the turn of the 20th century.
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R. M. GRAHAM LEFT ONTARIO IN 1882 for the West and
made a tour of the province visiting several points north of
Brandon and transversing southern Manitoba's entire length
extending from the Red River to Range 28 and finally took up
the farm at the original site of Melita.

Pioneer
Postmaster and Shopkeeper R.M. Graham

He removed thither with his family from St. Thomas, Ontario
in June 1883, and started a small store in connection with his
farm. The store business gradually expanded resulting in a
branch store at Sourisford and later another at Lyleton. The
second year after settling here, he erected a blacksmith shop
which was occupied by different tenants until the advent of the
railway.
Mr. Blackwell also opened a repair harness shop and soon after
Mr. Dodds removed his store from Wolseley resulting in quite
a country village corner. Mr. Graham's car, consisting of two
span of horses, household effects, store goods etc., arrived at
Brandon June 1, 1883 at which point he had to team everything
over roads that were beset with boggy and alkali spots and
necessitating frequent unloading on the way out.
Store goods were likewise freighted at Brandon until a road
was opened to Virden but the last few years prior to the
building of the Souris railway all merchandise was freighted at
Deloraine, the terminus of that branch at the time. When the
Souris railway was completed to this point Mr. Graham moved
his stock to what was then popularly known as the new town.
He purchased the “Pioneer Store” which had been built in 1891
by Mr. Coughill.

Atypical small-town post office, with a trusted postmaster in charge.
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Postal Service in Canada

In March 1884, Judge Walker made R. M. Graham of
Manchester (the name then given to the corners) a conveyancer
for the Province of Manitoba. In April the same year he was
appointed a commissioner for taking affidavits. In September
following, on strength of a petition circulated by James
McConnell, Mr. Graham was appointed postmaster beginning
with the magnificent salary of $10 per annum and the name
Manchester was changed to Melita. He continued as Postmaster
until 1912. The first school district in the vicinity was formed
in 1886 and Mr. Graham was trustee and secretary-treasurer of
the first school.

It was at St. John's, Newfoundland on August 3, 1527 that the
first known letter was sent from present day Canada. Mail
delivery within Canada first started in 1693 when the
Portuguese-born Pedro da Silva was paid to deliver mail
between Quebec City and Montreal. Official postal services
began in 1775, under the control of the British Government up
to 1851. The first postage stamp (designed by Sir Sandford
Fleming) went into circulation in Canada that same year.
It was not until 1867 when the newly formed Dominion of
Canada created the Post Office Department as a federal
government department headed by a Cabinet minister, the
Postmaster General of Canada. The Act took effect April 1,
1868, providing uniform postal service throughout the newly
established country.

After removing the store goods to the new town, Mr. Graham
converted his combined store and dwelling into a tasty rural
residence. In 1891 the Melita Enterprise reported that, “Mr.
Graham is in receipt of a carload of groceries – the first ever
received in Melita.”
Mr. Graham has always taken an active part in educational,
municipal and other matters of public interest pertaining to the
will of this part of our province. In religion he is a member of
the regular Baptist denomination and took an active part in the
erection of the new Baptist edifice that now graces our town.

Prior to rural mail delivery, many Canadians living outside
major cities and towns had little communication with the
outside world. On 10 October 1908, the first free rural mail
delivery service was instituted in Canada. The extension of
residential mail delivery services to all rural Canadian residents
was a major achievement for the Post Office Department.

Adapted from Our First Century, page 368, 36, 54.

For many communities, the local post office was not only an
important place to receive and send letters and packages, it was
also a major site for social interaction.
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Pioneers
Notable Melita area Families
WE KNOW THAT R.N. GRAHAM WAS INSTRUMENTAL
in the creation of the Manchester community, and that a group
of forward-thinking pioneer businessmen with names like
Dodds, Richardson, and Duncan established the economic
foundations of the new village of Melita.
What we mustn’t forget is that they weren’t alone. Of the many
families who made Melita what it is today, the following names
stand out, partly because many of the names live on through
descendants in Melita today. Their exploits are well
documented in Our First Century.

The Carels Family, ca. 1970.

Coates Family – The Coates brothers, William, James,
Matthew, Robert and Andrew, came to Arthur Municipality
beginning in 1888. The Coates School District was established
in 1901.

Carels Family – Charles Carels was born in 1910 in the Turtle
Mountains. He moved his family to Melita in 1936. His son
Kenneth took over the Red & White Store from Charles in
1973. Ken served as Mayor from 1980 – 2002 and was a
Director of the Union of Manitoba Municipalities from 1982 to
1998. Terry Carels operated the Cornish Lucky Dollar Store.

Cocquyt Family – Paul Cocquyt was born in Belgium in 1871.
He married Julia Kersebelk and took up farming. They came to
the Melita area in 1907, with four children, and had four more
after settling here.
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Snyder Family – John Wesley Snyder was born in 1856. In the
fall of 1881 John was one of first four to file on homesteads
west of the Souris River. He purchased the first binder in the
district. He was Trustee and Secretary Treasurer for Sourisford
School. His sons all farmed in the district and many
descendents were and are active in the community.
Tilbury Family – The descendants of the James Tilbury and
Fanny Kercher from Overton Hants in England came to the
Melita area in 1908 and have continued to have an impact on
the region.
Vanbeaselaere Family – Victor and Leon Vanbeaselaere were
born in Belgium. Victor came to Deloraine in 1913. He moved
his family to the Melita area in 1915. Leon joined him there.
Many from their families remain in the region.

The Fletcher Family, ca. 1900.

Fletcher Family – George Fletcher Sr. was born in England in
1837. He married Isabella Hoogson. He brought his family here
in 1886. His children eventually homesteaded as well.
Greig Family – John Grieg was born in Scotland in 1861. He
and his wife, Jessie farmed at Smallburn, Aberdceenshire until
coming to the Melita area in 1910.

Paul and Julia Cocquyt
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JAMES DUNCAN WAS BORN in Aberdeenshire, Scotland in
1857, the son of James and Jane (Dalgamo) Duncan. Mr.
Duncan came to Canada in 1882 where he met Miss Helen
McGuire, formerly from England. They were married in
Moffat, Saskatchewan in 1887. He homesteaded in Wolseley,
Saskatchewan (North-West Territories) and also served in the
North-West Rebellion in 1885.

Tradesperson
Blacksmith James Duncan

In 1888, Mr. Duncan settled in Melita. He worked at his
blacksmith trade before the town was incorporated. Later he
established a farm implement business and he was also
associated with insurance.
Soon after the incorporation of Melita, he served on the town
council and rendered the community excellent service in this
capacity. In other ways he devoted his energies to the
development of the town and district. He was a member of the
board of trade for many years and his work as such was
recognized by his associates, who elected him to the
presidency. He was a justice of the peace under the Greenway
Government.
Mr. Duncan linked up with the I.O.O.F. in the early days of his
career. He was past noble grand of Melita Lodge No. 20, past
grand master, and past grand representative, attending the
Grand Lodge at Atlanta, Georgia, Indianapolis, Indiana and
Winnipeg, while he was also past chief patriarch.
Adapted from Our First Century, page 520
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A Day in the Life of a Blacksmith

only individual farmers and travelers. but also to merchants
whose businesses depended on transporting their goods to other
places. Also, because they spent much of their time shoeing
horses, blacksmiths gained a considerable amount of
knowledge about equine diseases.
The new industrial output of the late 1800s allowed the smith
to improve his shop. With a small boiler, steam engine, and a
system of overhead shafts, pulleys, and leather belts, the
formerly hand operated shop equipment like the post drill, the
blower, and other equipment could he easily powered. The
small belt powered machines like the Little Giant trip hammer
or its blacksmith built counterpart took its place in many small
shops. Later, the "steam" part of the steam driven leather belt
systems were replaced with small gasoline engines or electric
motors. In time, many power hammers were fitted with their
own electric motors.

The James Duncan Blacksmith Shop, ca. 1910 (Provincial Archives of Manitoba).

Many blacksmiths were manufacturers as well. Wagon boxes,
the setting of wagon and buggy tyres, lathe turned parts for
spinning wheels, the single bob manure sleigh, the making of
sleigh runners, bolsters, bunks and tongues, and the custom
manufacture of truck transfer boxes with cattle hauling
equipment were some of the items fabricated with finesse
befitting the labourers. Always, along with the aforesaid, there
were the innumerable interruptions to repair broken machinery
as is wont to happen in a mixed farming area.

For the early settlers, the blacksmith was perhaps the most
essential tradesman. Not only did he make the iron parts for the
first farming implements, he also could repair all iron objects
by hammering them by hand on an anvil.
After heating the iron until white-hot, the blacksmith would
then shape and wield a multitude of objects from it, including
carriage bolts and wheels, iron work, cooking utensils, and
most importantly, horseshoes.
Blacksmiths who made horseshoes were called farriers, derived
from the Latin word for iron. At a time when horses were the
only means of transport, the blacksmith was important to not
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A. E. CAMERON WAS BORN in Ivernesshire, Scotland and
came to Ontario with his parents. He came to Manitoba in 1889
and worked for the implement firm of Frost and Wood. In 1891
he was appointed general agent for the same firm. He retired in
1892 to form a partnership with James Duncan, who was the
local agent for Frost and Wood at Melita (Cameron and
Duncan established 26 agencies and warehouses from
Deloraine to Yellow Grass, Saskatchewan).

Entrepreneur
Implement Dealer Albert Cameron

His son remembers that Albert made trips to the implement
factory where he bought carloads of machinery to be shipped to
the various agencies.
About 1908 when the company of Cameron and Duncan
dissolved, Mr. Cameron purchased a fruit farm about five miles
out of Victoria, British Columbia and moved the family to a
warmer climate. He kept the farms in Manitoba however and
returned in the early twenties to manage them. He died in 1932.
Adapted from Our First Century, page 453.
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Implement Dealers
Albert Cameron’s business as an implement dealer was a key
one in Melita, and one that many other individuals also
attempted over the years. All would have been very familiar
with all lines of farm machinery, and of the firms that
manufactured them.
Prior to 1900, all manufacturing consisted of short-line
companies: full-line companies emerged primarily as a means
to overcome competition. International Harvester Company
(IHC), for instance, was formed in 1902 as an amalgamation of
the five largest existing manufacturers of harvest equipment at
the time.

Perry and Edna Cowan and Nellie Carter in 1928.

Key Farm Implements at 1900
Gang Plow – a combination of two or more plows in one frame
Harrow – implement for breaking up soil
Broadcast Seeder – used for spreading seed
Swather – machine to cut hay and cereal crops
Thresher – machine used to separate grain from stalks and
husks
Wagons

Canada had two full-line companies: Massey-Harris (later to
become Massey-Harris-Ferguson, and finally MasseyFerguson) and Cockshutt, both located in the Hamilton region
of Ontario. The Massey Company at one time was the world’s
largest manufacturer of farm equipment; however, it fell on
hard times and went into receivership in 1988.

All of these pieces of machinery were typically drawn by
horses and eventually tractors.

It is important to make the connection between the blacksmith
shop and farm equipment manufacture, as it has often been said
that the innovations and progressive ideas for machinery
improvements largely came from farmers.
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ROBERT LOVE CAME TO MELITA around 1900 and
established himself as a leather worker making and repairing
harnesses and shoes. These were vital services in a pioneer
farming community. By 1910 he was operating “The Melita
Shoe Hospital” in a building which later housed “Lefty’s Grill”
and is still standing on Melita’s Main Street. Before that he had
operated out of the back of the Blackwell Block, one of the
original Manchester buildings that were moved to the new
town.

Tradesperson
Harness Maker Robert Love

Some time in the 1920s Mr. Love, perhaps seeing the
inevitable decline in harness-making and shoe repair, became
an agent for Wawanesa Insurance, taking over from another
Melita business pioneer, A.B. Estlin. He continued in the
insurance business until 1951 when he was bought out by
Murray Cameron and the business became C. & C. Agencies.
His long service to the community in a commercial capacity
was important, but it was his service in various community
endeavours that perhaps was more influential.
On September 13, 1913 he purchased property for the erection
of a building to house moving pictures and other forms of
entertainment. It was 30 feet by 90 with a 20 foot stage and a
floor on a slope. Seating capacity was 400. The first moving
picture was shown in December of 1913. Excerpts from the
Melita Enterprise during the ensuing years are filled with ads
reflecting the great variety of entertainment provided in this
venue. The Opera House was destroyed by fire in 1917.
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