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Finding a Forgotten Father of Confederation: 
Rediscovering the Hon. James Cockburn 
 

On Tuesday, January 28, Professor Robert Washburn and Cobourg Town Planner Rob 

Franklin will present new information on Cobourg lawyer and Father of Confederation 

James Cockburn. 

Professor Washburn is an award-winning educator in the Journalism program at Loyalist 

College and is also a lecturer in the joint Trent-Loyalist Journalism program. A practicing 

journalist for nearly 40 years, he is known locally for his current affairs radio show every 

Friday at noon on Northumberland 89.7 FM. Prof. Washburn has worked as a reporter, 

columnist, and contributor to newspapers, magazines, and radio. His website 

http://considerthis.ca is an archive of his journalism and academic work. Washburn is the 

author of two one-person plays about Cockburn and contributed to a children’s book on 

Cockburn. 

Rob Franklin is a graduate of Trent University, is a Registered Professional Planner and is 

currently Manager of Planning Services for the Town of Cobourg. Franklin is well known to 

Cobourgians for his stirring, in-costume, reenactments of important aspects of Cockburn’s 

life. 

Doors open at 7:00 PM for coffee and cookies. The meeting begins at 7:30 PM. Admission, 

including refreshments, is free for members and $5 for non-members. Guests are always 

welcome so bring a friend or two! See you on Tuesday, January 28. 

  

http://considerthis.ca/
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Our Previous Meeting 

Randy Barber, a recognized expert on trench art, displayed and discussed items from his 

extensive collection at our meeting on 

November 26. The term “trench art” is used 

to describe many type of items and many 

would not be considered “art” by most 

people. Also a limited selection of art was 

actually produced in trenches. There are 

many categories of items including: 

 Items actually made by soldiers in 

trenches. Due to the lack of suitable 

tools and materials coupled with poor 

working conditions these items were 

often crude modifications to shell 

casings using nails and intricately 

carved items made from scraps of 

wood. 

 Woolies embroidered with regimental 

crests and other items were made by 

wives and girlfriends at home and 

sent to soldiers at the front. 

 Items were made by prisoners of war. Since many prisoners were highly talented they 

worked to occupy their time plus traded their work for luxuries such as cigarettes and 

chocolates. A large painting produced by a prisoner of war was exhibited at the 

meeting by CDHS member George Kamphorst. 

 After the war a great variety of items were made for sale as souvenirs to tourists who 

visited war sites. Also commercial items were made after the war from debris such as 

shell casings and wood from heavily damaged ships. 

Randy exhibited examples of “trench art” from all of these categories. His collection 

emphasizes WWI artifacts but includes examples from the Napoleonic Wars to Afghanistan. 

 

Items from Randy’s collection shown on the next page include an extremely elaborate 

cribbage board, a large shell casing made into a vase (?) and a variety of items from smaller 

calibre shells. 
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Coming Cobourg Historical Society Programs 

Date Speaker Topic 

February 25, 2020 Michael Peterman Delicious Mirth: The Life and Times of 

James McCarroll 

March 24, 2020 Leigh Barnum The Barnum Family History  

April 28, 2020 Dave Patterson The Extraordinary Number of Indian Gifts 

to the World 

May 26, 2020 Randy Barber Wine and Cheese social at the Loft 

Discussion of Churchill followed by 

screening of The Darkest Hour 

 

Announcements 

Brighton History Week 

Brighton History Week 2020 will feature two events at the Brighton Community Centre, King 

Edward Park: 

1. Every Picture Tells a Story by Dan Buchanan, Sunday, February, 16, 2020, 2‒4 pm 

Dan Buchanan, The History Guy, will provide a unique presentation of various short 

local history stories, each based on a picture or video clip from the Brighton Digital 

Archives web site or other archive collections. This will be fun and informative! 

 

2. History Open House, Saturday, February 22, 2020, 10am‒4pm 

The Brighton Digital Archive will have stations around the room for viewing their 

videos as well as a place where you can talk to them about their work. The Women's 

Institute will be back with the Heritage Tea, so come by any time from 10 am to 4 pm, 

talk some history and enjoy a delicious snack. 
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An Old Drinking Place 
Brian Slemming 

This article was written by Brian in 2006 so ages mentioned will need to be updated. 

It is reproduced here by permission of his estate.  

There was nothing special about the young man walking west along Cobourg’s King Street 

on a fine evening in 1948. After a long day’s work the jeweler’s apprentice was in search of an 

after-work glass of beer. Reaching Third Avenue he faced a choice of establishments. On the 

northwest corner stood the British Hotel, since demolished and replaced by a suite of offices 

and the Scotia Bank. On the southwest corner was the New Royal Hotel, later changed to The 

Plaza and now being held in a state of suspended renovation. These hostelries held no appeal 

to the thirsty pedestrian. Turning south on Third Street and crossing the road he, like so 

many before and after, entered the red brick establishment called Kelly’s Homelike Inn. 

Fast forward 58 years to 2006. Most evenings that same man, 

now qualified and much older, takes the same walk along King 

Street, turns on Third, crosses the road and enters the Homelike 

Inn where Paul Leonard is rightly recognized and honoured as 

the inn’s most faithful and long-standing customer. In reality 

Paul’s connection with the pub goes back to the Thirties as he 

told me when I visited him in the back of his King Street jewelry 

store: “I First went there with my mother and father when we 

were visiting Cobourg. We went for a meal but I was too young 

to drink.”  

When the young Paul Leonard entered the central doorway with 

its cut glass window above the door, the establishment had 

already undergone a name change and was in its sixteenth year of operation by the Kelly 

family, who just possibly may have saved the building from demolition, as it had been empty 

and derelict when the First Gord Kelly and his wife purchased the property. 

Other than its age the building has little architectural merit, just a large rectangular red 

painted brick two-storey construction. The blandness is alleviated by wooden verandahs 

which run along the front of both stories. The building is indisputably an important part of 

Cobourg’s history. It was built in 1845, which makes it older than its neighbour, Victoria Hall.  



6 
 

Longevity seems to be an attribute of the building. The Kelly 

family has run the business since 1932. That 74-year span in one 

family makes it one of a handful of Ontario licensed establish-

ments in which the licence has remained for so long with one 

family. During that 74-year run the business has always been run by Gord Kelly. The current 

Gord Kelly is the Third. The Fourth also works there.  

Gord Kelly the First moved to Cobourg with his wife Jean to take up a job on the Cobourg-

Rochester ferries. An earlier stint in the navy had left him with rheumatism and eventually 

confined him to a wheelchair. Wife Jean stepped forward and bought the empty property in 

1932. Previously it had been operating as the St. Lawrence Hotel, but this was a very bad time 

for businesses trying to sell beer and spirits in Ontario. During the period between 1818 and 

1934, Ontario was “dry” and the province’s hotels were in trouble. Surprisingly, the “dry” 

period had not done much to decrease the number of hotels in Cobourg. In addition to those 

already mentioned, travellers could select from the Baltimore, Lakeview, Durham, 

Cedarmere and the Arlington, all now long gone. 

To have not only survived, but prospered when so many others fell by the wayside, must 

speak to the resilience and acumen of Gord the First and his wife Jean. Prohibition made an 

inn impossible so the Kelly’s turned the property into a rooming house. Dorothy Kelly, wife 

of the deceased Gord the Second, described the operation. “The family lived at the back of 

the building. On the ground floor at the back was a livery stable where the farmers and their 

families who came into town from the country could leave their horses and buggies while 

shopping in Cobourg.” Fortunately the business was not to be dependent on its rooming 

house income for long because help was coming. It appeared in the shape of Premier Mitch 

Hepburn who, in 1934, gave local municipalities the option of whether to stay dry or not. 

Cobourg’s politicians voted to go “wet” and happy days were here again. It requires no great 

imagination to think that Cobourg’s councillors, after their liberating decision, repaired 

across the street to the inn to down a “legal” beer. If so, those early city fathers were setting a 

precedent followed to the present time when the occasional councillor may be found in the 

inn, often seeking relief after a particularly onerous or raucous council session across the 

road. 

If it can be said that Mr. and Mrs. Gord Kelly the First started the inn and the name was 

changed to the Homelike Inn shortly after they took over. It is indisputable that Mr. and Mrs. 

Gord Kelly the Second were responsible for its success and for developing an extremely loyal 
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and eclectic customer base. Gord the 

Second was known to all by his 

nickname “Bus”. He had an army of 

friends. Paul Leonard says: “He was a 

friend to all. He helped people down on 

their luck” wife Dorothy says: “Nobody 

in need was ever turned away.” Son 

Gord the Third says: “If you walked 

down the street with Bus he had a word 

for everyone and often that word was accompanied by some money. Nobody will ever know 

how many people he helped.” The help followed him to the large family home on Spring 

Street. “The trains went close to our street and it was a popular spot for hobos to jump off the 

train. If they came to the door they were invited to sit down to a meal with us,” recalls 

Dorothy. One determined hobo turned up one Christmas, joined the family for a meal and 

then came back the next two years. 

Bus ran the inn when Ontario bars were restricted to selling beer, usually draught, to men 

only. Paul remembers the waiters moving round the room carrying large trays filled with 

glasses that cost 10 cents a glass. But change was always present. One of the most divisive 

was the opening of bars to women. In its day the issue was perhaps more bitter than today’s 

debate about smoking. Bus Kelly and his customers did not want women in the bar. Women, 

of course, were not about to be deterred by Bus Kelly and his customers, so they forced the 

issue. The inn gained international attention for its anti-women stand. Television, radio and 

newspapers featured the battle. Unsurprisingly the women won. Asked today what side 

Dorothy was on she said: “I’ve always been in favour of equality for everyone so I thought 

they should be allowed in.” The Bus era began the practice of supporting local sports ‒ a 

policy which continues to this day. Of more concrete form, Bus was also responsible for the 

imposing wooden staircase leading to the Second floor. It is not part of the original building 

but was bought by Bus at an auction when the old Albion Hotel was demolished. “He liked 

it, bought it and had it installed,” said Dorothy.  

Samuel Johnson, the eighteenth century man of letters, who had much to say about a multi-

tude of subjects, wrote “There is nothing which has yet been contrived by man, by which so 

much happiness is produced by a good tavern or inn.” The good doctor would approve of 

Gord “Bus” Kelly the Second 
Dorothy Kelly 
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the Homelike Inn. For this, credit falls on Gord the Third, the current operator, and his two 

sons, Gord the Fourth and Kris. Together with a friendly and long-serving staff they provide 

the First essential ingredient to running a good inn ‒ friendly operators. The Second ingre-

dient? Customers! Good customers are as important to a good inn as good beer! Although 

there is a great interest in sports, the picture gallery of past sporting heroes, local and 

national, is alone worth a visit but to describe the inn as a sports bar is too simplistic. In 

reality the inn defies categorisation. Certainly the many television sets are usually tuned to 

such feats of athleticism as ten pin bowling and chess! But rarely does that intrude on 

conversation. The volume is muted so discussion ranges freely and over a wide variety of 

subjects. Of course sports causes much debate but so too do politics, economics, education, 

investment, retailing, manufacturing and Cobourg’s growth and development. There are 

those who suggest the front line of the war against train whistles ran right through Kelly’s 

bar. They are all subjects which find experienced opinion from the multiplicity of occupations 

followed by the patrons of Kelly’s Homelike Inn on Third Street. 

The actual building is an important part of Cobourg’s heritage and as such is protected and 

sure to last for many more years. The spirit of the place is protected by nothing more than the 

enjoyment of the inn by staff and customers. A tangible example of that spirit is displayed by 

a simple coat-hook. In one corner of the bar a coat-hook is affixed to the wall. Under the hook 

are the initials PL. It is Paul Leonard’s personal coat-hook ‒ recognition of 58 years as a 

faithful customer. That sort of spirit, unostentatious but genuine, is the sort which will likely 

last a long time. 

For information about the author, see https://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/facts-and-

arguments/lives-lived-brian-kelvin-slemming-78/article20300375/  

For more information about Paul Leonard, see https://www.northumberlandnews.com/news-

story/3760983-cobourg-s-oldest-surviving-jewellery-store-closes-its-door/ 

Member Matters 
New Members 

Please join me in welcoming our new members: Trevor and Anna Saunders, Bill Stuckey and 

Jennifer Campbell and Kathy Hutton. 

  

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/facts-and-arguments/lives-lived-brian-kelvin-slemming-78/article20300375/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/facts-and-arguments/lives-lived-brian-kelvin-slemming-78/article20300375/
https://www.northumberlandnews.com/news-story/3760983-cobourg-s-oldest-surviving-jewellery-store-closes-its-door/
https://www.northumberlandnews.com/news-story/3760983-cobourg-s-oldest-surviving-jewellery-store-closes-its-door/
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Cobourg’s Santa Claus Parade 2019 

Many Cobourg and District Historical Society members are elderly (and some not so) but 

they still enjoy costumes and marching in a good parade! 

 



10 
 

CDHS Executive for 2019 – 2020 

President Leona Woods leonawoods@sympatico.ca 

(905) 372-7624 

Past President Alison Torrie Lapaire alisontorrie@gmail.com 

(905) 269-8094 

Vice-President Carla Jones cgrucelajones@gmail.com 

(289) 252-1684 

Secretary Carla Jones cgrucelajones@gmail.com 

(289) 252-1684 

Treasurer George Kamphorst 
gfkamphorst@gmail.com  

Membership Brian Murphy brianincobourg@gmail.com 

(289) 634 2727 

Programme 

Chairperson 

Diane Chin dianemchin@gmail.com 

(289) 435-2015 

Programme 

Committee 

Members 

Leona Woods 

Judith Goulin 

Art King 

Gerry Brown 

Alison Torrie Lapaire 

leonawoods@sympatico.ca 

jgoulin@hotmail.com 

artking69@gmail.com 

blackcat111343@gmail.com 

alisontorrie@gmail.com 

Members-at-

Large 

Gerry Brown 

 

Randy Barber 

blackcat111343@gmail.com 

(905) 372-3984 

randy.barber@bell.blackberry.net 

(905) 377-9421 

Newsletter 

Editor 

Ken Strauss ken.strauss@pebblebeach.ca 

(905) 377-9854 
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