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Cornwall Township Town Hall: How it All Began 
 

The Township of Cornwall was formed in 1850 but it was not until 1855 that it would claim to have its first 

Town Hall.  Located at Cornwall Centre, for many years it served as the municipal office and gathering place 

for public meetings and social events. By 1950 the thriving municipality outgrew the Cornwall Centre location 

and offices were moved to the Lefebvre Block at 402 Montreal Road (then part of the township). These quarters 

soon became too small and in 1953 new accommodations were constructed at the corner of First and St. Felix 

Streets in what is now the City of Cornwall. The main Town Hall was located there until annexation of the 

urban part of the township in 1957, after which municipal affairs for the remaining part of the township were 

returned to the old Cornwall Centre location.   

 Since its construction in 1855, the 42’ X 31’ Town Hall building has undergone two major repair jobs, 

once in 1923 when the whole west wall collapsed and again in 1944 when it was badly shaken up by the 

earthquake. But for the most part the walls have remained strong and stable taking in the many meetings, 

elections and community events over the years.  

 After municipal amalgamation in 1998, the old Town Hall again showed its limitations for the newly 

formed Township of South Stormont and the building was sold becoming a private residence.  

 

The following story was gathered from the Standard Freeholder for September 1953 just prior to a move from 

the Lefebvre Block on Montreal Road to the St. Felix Street location.  It gives an account of how the old field 

stone building came to be. 

 Editor wishes to acknowledge Jim Brownell for his valuable input and pictures for this story.  

 

 

Cornwall Township Town  

Hall Circa 1950  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the archives of the Standard Freeholder, Sept 5, 1953 

 

It was a cold Wednesday morning the 21st day of February, 1855.  It was nine o’clock in the morning and the 

chill of the winter’s night was still in the air. 

Five serious minded men were gathered at a well worn table in the hotel of one William Eamer at 

Eamer’s Corners.  They were probably tired and in a hurry to return to their work-a-day duties for they had met 

on the two days previous to discuss the same sort of business before them this day. 

 

They were the municipal government for the Township of Cornwall for the year 1855.  As today, they sat as a 

five man council including a reeve, deputy reeve and three councillors. And among the motions passed by this 

council of 98 years ago was one, the ultimate result of which still stands today at Cornwall Centre, solid as the 

field stone of which it is constructed. 

http://www.cornwalltwphistorical.ca/
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 Recorded in the first minute book of Cornwall Township council began Jan. 21, 1850 and still in 

excellent condition in possession of Township Clerk V. A. McDonald is the following motion: “Moved by B. 

G. French and seconded by George Robertson that the proposed By-law 96 for raising a loan of five hundred 

pounds for building a Town Hall for the use of the Municipality just read be adopted by council” 

 This was the first official mention of construction of Cornwall Township hall still in use by numerous 

organizations at Cornwall Centre today.  Until 1949, when the township obtained basement quarters at 402 

Montreal Rd., the brown stone building served as a meeting place for the successors of the group that decided 

on its erection that day in 1855. 

 On Tuesday evening Cornwall Township will mark another milestone of progress as great as that of 98 

years ago when council meets for the first time in its modern new chambers in the recently built administration 

building at the corner of First and St Felix Streets.  

 Tuesday’s session will be a far cry from the one that decided to build a town hall after meeting in hotels, 

taverns and councillors’ homes. From the time of the first township council meeting at St. Andrews on January 

21, 1850 “in conformity with Provincial Act for establishing a Township Council”, it seems the council had no 

real home.  For although the ancient quill written minutes record occasional meetings held at “the Town Hall, 

St. Andrews”, it is apparent location of the sessions was varied.  They were held at St. Andrews, at Moulinette 

and Mille Roches.  Yes, Cornwall Township has come a long way in 100 years. 

 

Council Members 

 Members of the council that proposed construction of the hall were Reeve James Norman Dixon, named 

first reeve of the township in 1850; Deputy Reeve George Robertson; and councillors French, W. D. Wood and 

Col. John Cameron. 

 Another motion at the same meeting moved and seconded by the same two councillors resolved “that the 

following persons do compose a board of Commissionaires to superintend the construction of a Town Hall to be 

situated on or near the rear of Lot No. 18 in the Third Concession of this Township as provided by by-law of 

this council”. 

 Named to the board were Isreal Brooks, James Armstrong, Nadab Eastman, George J. Dixon, Alton 

McDonald, Robert P. Eastman and James Millroy. 

 Council met again the following morning to give final passage to the by-law “fixing the site of the Town 

Hall and also the payment of the amount to be paid and he consideration thereof”. 

 By-law 97 fixed the location of the hall and authorized payment of five pounds (little more than $10 

today) to John Millroy “in full consideration for said land”. 

 But choice of the site apparently was not agreeable to some, for on March 15, 1855 a special meeting of 

council decided the site for the new hall should be changed “to the front of the concession therein named and 

that Isreal Brooks, Chairman of the Building Committee, be and is hereby authorized to negotiate with Mr. John 

Millroy, or with any other person in that locality, for an exchange of land say one half acre”. 

 This meeting also accepted a plan for the building, submitted by Peter Forbes and authorized the 

building committee to call for tenders “for constructing a building of brick, according to said plan”.  The 

contract was to bind the contractor to complete the building by November that year, “under penalty of 300 

pounds”. 

 

Moved Slowly 

 The wheels of municipal industry ground slowly in those days is apparent from checking the time lapses 

of the council in taking action on the hall question.  It was not for another month, at an April meeting, 

Councillor Wood was requested to meet Mr. Bilsland, the builder, regarding construction of the hall.  Still 

another month elapsed before a by-law was proposed authorizing the reeve to sign a contract with Robert 

McKay and Alexander Bilsland for the building of the hall for the sum of 400 pounds, or roughly little more 

than $800 at today’s exchange rates.  The by-law was not finally 

passed until a meeting on June 11. 

 The hall next came up for discussion before council at a 

meeting in October and although no mention had been made in 

the interval except on occasion when the treasurer was authorized 

to draw money from the construction account, it would seem the 

building was then under construction.  At this time, council 

authorized erection of a shed and fence on the hall site. 

 Another by-law passed at this meeting changed “the place 

of holding elections in and for the Township of Cornwall from the 

village of St. Andrews to the Town Hall”. 

 And even 96 years ago people were insurance minded.  On 

November 16 council approved a resolution authorizing 

Councillor French to “take an insurance on the Town Hall to the 

amount of 550 pounds from the Monarch Insurance Company”. 

Clever weren’t they; the building and site cost 500 pounds. 

 

 

Tender Drawings by Peter Forbes 
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 Then came the big day.  Final meeting of council for 1855 on December 15 was adjourned until January 

4th and then to meet at the Town Hall.  And the first meeting in the New Town Hall in 1856 there was a motion 

on the books that indicates the hall was incomplete although it was used as a meeting place for council for the 

next 93 years. 

  

 

The motion said:  “Moved by Col. Cameron seconded by George Robertson that the application of Lewis 

Deroucher and William Eamer for special permission to furnish refreshment and drink at the Town Hall on the 

seventh at the Municipal Election for 1856 under the present state of public feeling and also as prohibition 

against casualty that might occur in the Hall in its present unfurnished state and remaining in the possession of 

the builders”. 

 And so Cornwall Township had its first Town Hall. 

 

******************* 

 

 

Pics from the Past 
 

 

 
 

It was just over 70 years ago that the new Bonville Public School opened east of the village. The building 

welcomed students for the first time in September 1950. The new school shown here under construction 

replaced an older building S.S #22 (see below) and also combined students from S.S. #20 located west of 

Bonville. Built at a cost of $75,000 by J. Entwistle Construction, the new building could accommodate 150 

students.  The principal of the new four room school was Reginald Evans whose staff included Miss Harriet 

Campbell, Miss Lillian Beaudette and Miss Audrey MacDonell.    

The school closed in 1981 and is now home to the Cornwall Township Lions Club.  

 

 

 

Left, site preparation 

work under way for the 

new Bonville Public 

School.  In the 

background is the old 

one room school house 

that the new school 

replaced.  The old 

school could only 

accommodate 40 

students in conditions 

that were described as 

“deplorable”.  The 

new school also 

provided a centre in 

the area for community 

activities.  
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Thirty years ago, 1991 marked the completion of one of the Historical Society’s major accomplishments: the 

completion of the replica log church in the St. Andrews pioneer cemetery. A special dedication ceremony was 

held in the summer of that year.  The photo above shows some of the hard working volunteers who brought the 

project to fruition. Front row left to right Donald McPhail, Aileen McDonald, Bernie MacDonald (that year’s 

president), Anastasia Beaudette, Felix McLaughlin. Back row Pearl Murray, Marland Murray, Eddie 

Beaudette, Gordon McDonell, Fr. Charles MacDonald, Theresa Quinn, Leo McPhail, and Alice McLaughlin. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1960s aerial view of St. Andrews Elementary School, High School and Sisters’ Convent 
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Last November Allison 

Murray from Murrayholm 

Farms gave some members of 

our Society a tour of the 

O’Leary house located east of 

St. Andrews.  

The house dates back to 1812 

built by a wealthy landowner 

Mortimer O’Leary. The 

beautiful four bedroom home 

was once a stagecoach stop 

on the Montreal to Toronto 

route and served as a post 

office because the stagecoach 

stopped at various locations 

along the way.  The house 

had large fireplaces in each 

of the parlours (one for men and one for ladies) and one in the cellar kitchen used for cooking. Carrying food to 

the guests in the dining area would have been done with a dumbwaiter.  

The interior of the house has been fully renovated to modern living standards, completed by a previous owner 

Mr. Hollet. From a distance, the exterior of the building looks to be painted; however, Allison explained it’s 

actually a thin layer of gunite sometimes called shotcrete which is essentially sprayed concrete.  Years ago 

when the mortar in the joints began to deteriorate, the owner at the time opted for this less expensive alternative 

to re-pointing all the joints between the stones.  It has stood the test of time.   

 

In the photo left to right, Gerald and Hazel MacDonald, Don McIntosh, Karen Martin.  

 

 

 

 

What’s Ahead in 2021 
 

The year 2020 was apocalyptic in nature and filled with uncertainty. It was a year that we never want to see 

repeated.  At the time of this writing, vaccinations are underway for the most vulnerable although businesses 

and organizations are operating, though still hobbled by restrictions.  And still the fears of the COVID 19 

pandemic linger. Consequently, our plans for 2021, though well intentioned, are still subject to change 

depending on how authorities allow us to gather as groups.   Last fall the pandemic caused us to cancel Stuart 

Manson who was scheduled to talk about U.E.L burial sites and Robin Flockton scheduled to talk about his 

current book, Glengarry and the First World War. It is too soon to say when we will be able to schedule these 

speakers; however, you can check our website under the meetings tab to find out if one of these or other 

speakers are scheduled.  

 

It was mentioned in our last newsletter that the United Empire Loyalists' Association of Canada, St. Lawrence 

Branch, are planning to erect a plaque this year in the old pioneer cemetery in St. Andrews. The “United Empire 

Loyalists Site” plaque is to commemorate the many Loyalists who are buried there. The St. Andrews site is just 

one of the many sites the Association plan to commemorate. They have already erected plaques at two local 

cemeteries: Trinity Anglican Church in Cornwall and St. Andrews United Church in Bainsville.  

 

In conjunction with this event, another group is researching the 

veterans of the War of 1812 with the intent of marking their grave 

sites accordingly. Mr. David Smith UE from the War of 1812 

Veterans’ Project is doing the research and he has already 

identified 25 veterans at rest in Eastern Ontario sites. At right is a 

picture of a veteran’s marked grave from a recent event at the 

Cataraqui Cemetery. 

Once the veterans’ grave sites are identified a similar marker will 

be placed.  The marking ceremony is expected to take place with 

full military regalia featuring re-enactors from the Glengarry Light 

Infantry Fencibles and the King’s Royal Yorkers.  

 

It’s hoped these events will run concurrently at some time in July 

providing public health restrictions allow. This will be an 

excellent time for us to show and share with visitors the rich 

history that exists in our area.  If restrictions are sufficiently lifted, 
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we will be asking CTHS volunteers to come forward to help us carry out this special event. Hazel MacDonald 

indicated that the St. Andrews CWL is available to lend us support.  

 

 

Raisin River Heritage Centre Updates  It’s looking like the inevitable will soon come to pass regarding 

the future of the Heritage Centre.  On January 13 at a regular council meeting, South Stormont Council 

approved the recommendation of administration to demolish the building that formerly housed our museum. 

Administration submitted a detailed report (read it here) explaining how various options were explored for 

possible uses for the building; however, none proved to be viable leaving demolition of the building the last 

remaining alternative.  

 

The building was protected by a 1978 by-law from the former Township of Cornwall designating it as having 

historical interest and value. Following a 30 day appeal, that designation was to be lifted allowing demolition to 

proceed sometime this summer.  There have been objections to the lifting of the heritage status which will 

further delay this process. A hearing date is to be set for sometime this summer with the Ontario Conservation 

Review Board where mediation efforts will attempt to settle the dispute. 

 

As our former museum, we have a collection of historical artifacts in the building along with fixtures such as 

the exterior statues and the chapel altar which we have long maintained that they should be preserved. Council 

and administration are committed to working with us to find a suitable storage/display option for these items 

before demolition proceeds. As stakeholders with a mandate to preserve and protect local heritage, we will play 

and integral part safeguarding these valuable artifacts.  

 

 

 

Currently, the stay at home order has been lifted so we are 

allowed 10 members in our meeting room at the St. Andrews fire 

hall. As we all know that could change in a moment’s notice.  I 

have listed below our meeting schedule providing things proceed 

as planned. If a stay at home order is reissued, you can assume 

our meeting during that period will be cancelled.  

I will also post meeting dates and cancelations on our website 

meetings page,  www.cornwalltwphistorical.ca/meetings.html 
      

Therefore, the nominal meeting schedule for the spring session is 

as follows:  Tuesday March 23, 7:00 pm, Tuesday April 27, 7:00 

pm,  Tuesday May 25, 7:00 pm 

 

Remember, maximum 10 people on a first come first serve basis.  

You will be asked to read a COVID self-assessment sheet and then sign your name and provide your telephone 

number for contact tracing purposes.   

 

Note, this will be the last newsletter before we adjourn for the summer so if you plan to attend any of our 

meetings, please mark your calendars accordingly. 

 

 

 
 

http://www.cornwalltwphistorical.ca/Heritage%20Centre%20Options.pdf
http://www.cornwalltwphistorical.ca/meetings.html

