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Raisin River Heritage Centre Building Celebrates 100 Years 

 
 

 
Convent circa 1909-1918.  Note small school 
building on the left side. 
 
It looks like CTHS is in full celebration 
mode.  Last year we celebrated the 200th 
anniversary of Simon Fraser reaching the 
Pacific and 2008 was also the 30th 
anniversary of the founding of CTHS. This 
year we have another anniversary to mark.  
This June will mark 100 years since our 
beloved Raisin River Heritage Centre 
building was officially opened.  Now, I 
know some are wondering how our 
organization can be thirty years old when 
our headquarters is one hundred years old. 
Let me explain. Before we took over the 
Heritage Centre in 1978, the building was 
used for many years as a Roman Catholic 
convent and school.  The official opening of 
this convent and school took place June 18, 
1909.  
 
Under the direction of Father D.C. MacRae, 
the convent was built to replace an older 
building that had fallen into a state of 
disrepair (See photo below of the original 
building).  
 

 
Original Convent in state of disrepair.  Photo 
supplied by Frank McDonald of St. Andrews 

 
Unfortunately, Father MacRae died before 
its completion but he left money towards 
the construction of the new convent. Kevin 
Wheeler provides us with the details of the 
official opening ceremonies as covered by 
the Cornwall Standard. 
 
“At the conclusion of the service, the 
visitors were shown through the building.  
It is a remarkably fine structure admirably 
fitted to the requirements of an up to date 
boarding and day school.  The class rooms 
are models of perfection with the most 
modern equipment in every department.  
The dormitories have a cheerful homelike 
appearance with bathrooms and all the 
conveniences of a city establishment. Hot 
water heating and the most approved 
system of ventilation throughout the 
building leaves nothing to be desired so far 
as hygienic comforts are concerned.  The 
building is in every way creditable to the 
architect and builders and especially to 
those who planned and carried the 
undertaking to completion. 
 
Pressure of other important matters on our 
space this week prevents our giving a 
detailed description of the building, but we 
hope to have another opportunity to do so 
at a later date.”  
 
The Sisters lived in the convent as well as 
the boarding students. The building 
contained classrooms, a chapel, a music 
room, a kitchen and dining rooms for the 
students and Sisters. Grades four to twelve 
were housed in this new building while 
under the tutelage of Sister St. Albert, 
grades one to three were held in a one room 
blue-gray frame building adjacent to the 
convent.  A portion of this school can be 
seen on the left hand side of the photo at the 
top of this page.  This small school stood 
until the late 1940’s when it was 
demolished by John “The Scotsman” 
MacDonald of Summerstown.  John was a 
contractor who demolished several 
buildings in the area.  He also built 
apartments in Cornwall. Perhaps some of 
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the material from the old one room school 
lives on in some apartment building in 
Cornwall.  
 
Behind the schools were barns for the 
chickens, horses, cows etc. These buildings 
burned in 1928; however, the schools were 
saved.  The St. Andrews boarding school 
was well-known for its strict but fair 
environment. Boarders came from as far as 
Europe to be taught by the Sisters. One 
Sister in particular, Sister Lucille, was 
renowned for her music teaching abilities.  
 
To assist in the operation of the building, 
the Sisters employed a resident caretaker 
who resided in the boiler room in the 
basement. During the 1930s, times were 
tough and the job paid very little in the way 
of remuneration; room and board was a 
luxury. Still, it was a worthy position for a 
young man looking for his first job. A tale 
is told of one caretaker who frequently 
helped himself to the Sisters car for his own 
use on weekend nights.  Knowing that the 
Sisters retired early, after dark he was able 
to roll the car out of the garage and down 
the incline towards the county road. Once at 
a safe distance, the car was started and 
away he went to meet his friends for some 
late night cruising.  
 
After the official opening in June 1909, a 
more celebratory event was held in August 
of that same year with an estimated 4,000 
people in attendance!  Again, Kevin 
Wheeler provides us with the details as 
covered by the Cornwall Standard: 
 
“The picnic on Wednesday in aid of the new 
Convent was a splendid success in every 
way. The delightful weather and good 
management on the part of those in charge 
of the undertaking combined to make it all 
that could be desired in the way of an 
enjoyable outing.  There was a great 
gathering of people.  They came from all 
parts of the surrounding district, a large 
number being represented from the rear 
part of Glengarry; over 250 coming from 
Alexandria alone.  The town of Cornwall 
was well represented and while every 
available vehicle was pressed into service, 
the liveries were unable to accommodate 
many who wished to go.  The visitors were 
entertained most hospitably. It is estimated 
that nearly four thousand people were in 
attendance.  Great numbers visited the 
handsome new Convent and they were 
delighted with the admirable appointments 
of the institution. A very pretty souvenir 
folder was printed for the occasion.  It 

contained large photographs of St. Andrews 
Church and Presbytery and the new 
Convent. They are excellent pictures and 
there was a great demand for the souvenir. 
 
Dinner and supper were served in the grove 
adjoining the church and notwithstanding 
the large crowd, there was an abundance of 
good things and the visitors received every 
attention from the ladies in charge. The 
dancing platform in the grove was one of 
the chief attractions for the young folks. 
Excellent music was furnished by Mr. Arch. 
McDougall of Martintown on the Highland 
pipes and Messrs. Geo. McDougall, D.A. 
McIntosh and Ranald McDonald on the 
violin.  
 
The contest for the raising of money for the 
new Convent was won by Miss Minnie 
Chisholm who secured $233; Miss Adele 
McDonell was second with $225 and Miss 
Edith McIntosh third with $147. 
 
There were some athletic sports and a 
lacrosse match between the Stars of 
Alexandria and the St. Andrews team. It 
was a good exhibition of the national game.  
The Alexandria team won 4 to 2.”  
 
It seems remarkable that over 4,000 people 
could be assembled on a Wednesday to 
mark this occasion. It is true; the pace of 
life was much slower back then. Perhaps 
there were just fewer things to celebrate and 
events like this made hard times more 
tolerable. The following advertisement 
appeared in the newspaper promoting the 
event. 
 

Picnic at St. Andrews 
 
The picnic at St. Andrews in aid of the new 
Convent which is to take place on 
Wednesday, August 11, promises to be one 
of the most successful affairs of the season. 
It will be held in the beautiful grove 
adjoining St. Andrews Church and the 
arrangements for the comfort and 
entertainment of those who attend will be 
most complete. There will be a lacrosse 
match between St. Andrews and Alexandria, 
a tug-of-war and other athletic sports for 
which prizes will be given.  The Alexandria 
Brass Band will be in attendance; also 
highland pipers.  Admission to the grounds, 
including dinner, 35 cents; children 20 
cents. 
 
     
      
 



 3

The St. Andrews School continued to grow. 
To meet the growing demand for space, in 
1941 Father Albert McRae commissioned a 
new school. It was built just east of the 
convent by J.L. Guay & Freres of Montreal 
for $40,000; an amount paid for by Father 
McRae.  The convent was then used 
exclusively by the Sisters until it was 
vacated in 1976.  In 1978, the newly formed 
CTHS saved the building from the 
wrecker’s ball. Founding members of 
CTHS provided the brawn, sweat and 
labour, successfully converting the building 
to the Raisin River Heritage Centre.  Like 
any 100 year old building, our Heritage 
Center requires repairs and maintenance to 
preserve its status.  Unfortunately, this task 
is left to a few remaining able-bodied 
individuals. We need younger people to 
step forward and accept the challenge of 
preserving our past. Otherwise, buildings 
like the Heritage Centre won’t be around to 
celebrate a bi-centennial. Any predictions 
for the coming years as to the survival of 
our treasured building? 
 
Our Sympathies 
 
Our deepest sympathies go out to the 
families of Theresa Quinn and Aileen 
McDonald who both recently passed away.  
Both these ladies were founding members 
of the CTHS and were devoted volunteers. 
You will recall that we did a feature story 
on Aileen in our December 2008 newsletter.  
Aileen had turned 100 in February of this 
year.  
 
 
Mystery of the Two houses That 
Simon May Have Built.  
By Barbara Rogers 
  
Some of our members may recall that I 
have been doing intensive research on 
the life and family of Simon Fraser, 
explorer, for over 21 years for a future 
biography.  Over the years I have 
amassed an enormous amount of 
material, have been helped by many 
people and have been able to assist 
many others with their own family 
research.  A couple of my many 
correspondents over the years have 
given me two different versions of 
houses allegedly built or rented by 
Simon Fraser but in different locations. 
  
I put this information on the back burner 
for several years but now think it is the 
time to see if anybody can throw any 
further light or, offer any new 

information, in order to clear up the 
mystery. 
  
House No. 1. was located in St. 
Andrews West and was formerly 
inhabited by the Ginn family.  They 
were neighbours of the explorer from 
before 1845 to at least 1860.  One 
correspondent said that John Ginn 
purchased or rented a house from the 
explorer before 1845 when he was 
joined by his brother, Richard, and 
mother, Betty.  They are shown in the 
1851 census together with John's wife, 
Margaret and Richard's first wife, 
Caroline as well as several children. 
 

 
  
Another version said that Richard took 
a second wife, Catherine Kinnear, on 
19th March, 1856 and moved into a 
house built by the explorer where they 
had two children.  In the fall of 1860 
Richard, his wife, mother and two 
children moved to Northfield, Minnesota 
taking with them the photo of the house 
showing Catherine seated in front of it.  
Betty died in the spring of 1861.  A 
large Sioux Indian outbreak occurred in 
the summer of 1862 during which many 
settlers were murdered.  On Sunday 
morning the Sioux Indians came the 
way of the Ginn family home.  
Fortunately, they were some distance 
away at church.  The Indians broke into 
the houses and slashed all the pictures 
believing that there were evil spirits in 
them.  This accounts for the slash mark 
in the lower centre of the picture. 
  
House No. 2 may have connections to a 
Munro family in the area but is not likely 
related to Simon Fraser. (See next 
page) 
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On 11th March, 1857 Simon Fraser 
bought 40 acres of land from Sheriff 
Donald McDonell of the W. quarter of 
Lot. 29, 2nd Concession of the 
Township of Roxborough. Later, on 
20th September, 1859, he sold it to 
Rev. Aeneas McDonald.  The house 
reputedly built by the explorer was on 
this lot.  The descendant of one of the 
later owners believes that he inherited 
three antique wooden chairs which he 
was told were found in the loft of the old 
Simon Fraser house.  He also believes 
that House No. 1 closely resembles the 
house he remembers as a youth.  That 
would most likely be the back portion 
which is almost hidden by a tree - since 
the more modern structure was added 
about 1880. 
 
I have been going through some of my 
earlier research and came across 
another tantalizing mention of a Simon 
Fraser house.  Unfortunately, the page 
has become detached from other pages 
which might have had the source 
marked.  So, from guesswork it might 
be from Dorothy Dumbrille's 'Over the 
Hills' or something similar.  On page 33 
it reads. 
  
“After Mr. Bethune's death his widow 
sold the old manse to David Thompson, 
famous geographer and explorer.  
Thompson's old pine desk, covered with 
his doodling, is in the possession of 
Clarence Cattanach, the present post 
master, who lives across the river in 
the beautiful, compact little house 
that was once Simon Fraser's." 
  
I was hoping that somebody just might 
recall where Clarence Cattanach once 
lived. 
  
Should any of this information or photos 
jog the memories of anybody, I would 
be most grateful to learn of any new 
tidbits - no matter how small.  I can be 
reached via e-mail: bjrofyvr@shaw.ca 
  

Thanking you in advance., Barbara 
Rogers 
 
 ************************ 
 
 
Remember our Pot- Luck dinner  
 

 
It’s scheduled 
for Tuesday 
June 23 at 5:00 
pm. All are 
welcome. 
Perhaps you can 
invite a guest 
who may want 
to join the 
CTHS as a 
member. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
On Wednesday June 24 at 7:30 pm, special 
guest speaker Vic Suthren will be speaking 
about the War of 1812 in the St. Andrews 
Parish Hall.  Mr. Suthren is a former 
director of the Canadian War Museum and 
author of the book War of 1812. There is no 
cost to attend.  We are only asking that 
attendees be a member of a historical 
society. For more information contact 
Ranald McDonell at 613-937-3177. 
 
 
New Slate of Officers 2009-10 
 

At the annual 
general meeting on 

May 26, the 
following 
members were 

acclaimed to the 
executive of 

CTHS. 
 
President: Ken McDonald; Vice President: 
Bill Costello; Past President: Ranald 
McDonell; Treasurer: Maureen McAlear; 
Recording Secretary: Don McIntosh; 
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Building Manager: Bernie MacDonald; 
Membership: Marg MacDonald; Greeting 
Cards: Terry Trueman; Newsletter: Don 
McIntosh; Rentals: Terry Trueman; 
Refreshment Convener: Alma McDonald; 
Speaker Seekers: Ranald McDonell and 
Dale Duncan; Publicity: Suzanne Grant; 
Meeting Reminder Caller: Vera Joyce; 
Special Events Coordinator: Helen 
MacDonald.  
 
 
 

President’s Pen 
 
By: Ranald McDonell 

 
 
As I sit here 
contemplating 
my final 
contribution to 
the President’s 
Pen, three things 
seem to 
predominate.  
 

 
On the very night I agreed to lead the 
CTHS, a demure individual sought this 
organization’s assistance in rebuilding the 
stone fence which surrounds the pioneer 
cemetery. This was no small task. Maureen 
McAlear was determined to see it through 
and that she did. Anyone who can recall the 
sorry state of the south and east sections can 
appreciate what we have now.  Thanks 
Maureen and keep up the good work. 
 
Simon Fraser has been called the last of the 
great explorers. CTHS, mindful of the 
significance of the year 2008, concentrated 
most of its activities on this Vermont born 
lad.  Art Buckland set up the Simon Fraser 
Bi-Centennial Bursary which assisted four 
local students.  A Simon Fraser Memorial 
Trophy was inaugurated to be used in the 
promotion of the Raisin River Canoe Race.  
An excellent talk was given on the 
courageous explorer by David Anderson in 
the parish hall.  Later, at another well 
attended gathering which originated near 
Frasers gravesite and then moved into the 
building in which Fraser was married, was 
made memorable by the appearance of 
Simon’s great-great-great grandson and his 
wife.  
 
Before I get to the third item, at this time I 
want to say a very sincere “thanks” to Dale 
Duncan.  Her commitment to the CTHS 
made my task much more pleasant.  CTHS 

is now in good hands with Ken McDonald 
at the helm. 
 
You probably surmised that I would be 
getting around writing about one of my 
interests, the War of 1812.  But I’ll leave 
that to David Anderson. He has the last 
word to say on this topic.  
 
The War College 1812 seminar at 
Ogdensburg attracted 105 participants. 
Canadians outnumbered our American 
hosts for this well-organized event. Military 
historians Donald Graves and John 
Grodzinski (RMC) shared the stage in the 
historic Freight Shed Restaurant with Gary 
Gibson (Sackets Harbor) and Douglas 
Cubbison (US Army) in a compelling  
program on the war on Lake Ontario. The 
Breakfast, lunch and dinner format allowed 
for a walking tour and visit to the Frederic 
Remington Museum. Our cavalcade from 
this end included Ranald McDonell & 
Elizabeth, Alex Robertson, Hugh P 
MacMillan, Sandy Campbell, David 
Anderson as well as our lecture guests 
Denis Seguin and Michelle Landriault of  
Vankleek Hill. Watch for next year's 
episode. 
 
DGA  
 
 
 

Did You Know? 
 
We currently have 98 members from the 
following categories:  Annual 30; Life: 59; 
Honoree: 9.  
 
 
 
 Do you know someone who would like to 
support a worthwhile organization?  
Attached on the next page is a membership 
application. Pass it along to someone.   
Remember, we need new younger members 
to keep this organization going. 
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Cornwall Township Historical Society 
Membership Application 

 
 
 
 

Name___________________________________________________________ 
 

Mailing Address_________________________________________________ 
 

____________________________Postal Code_________________________ 
 

Tel:_____________      
 
How do you wish to receive the Newsletter? Regular Mail_________ Email_________ 

 
Membership Type: Individual $5.00; Family $8.00; Life $35.00 

 
Mail to:  Membership Chair Marg MacDonald, 17109 Valade Rd, St. Andrews ON K0C 2A0 

 
 
 
 
 


