
NOVEMBER LECTURE
Dr. Terry Crowley gave the annual 
Remembrance lecture and the title of  
his talk was “Casualty and Conflicts in 
Speedwell Hospital, WW1 and after”. The 
Guelph Military Convalescence Hospital, 
also known as Speedwell Hospital, was 
located at the Ontario Reformatory from 
1917 to 1921.

The Reformatory was constructed in 
1911, near the Grand Trunk Railway, 
which made it easier to transport inmates. 
It was a provincial correctional facility 
that housed inmates who were serving 
sentences of  two years less-a-day. The 
facility had the capacity for 660 men.

At the time of  its construction, the 
Ontario Reformatory was an example 
of  new ideas regarding the treatment 
of  prisoners. Reformatories would teach 
useful skills that would rehabilitate 
inmates and therefore reduce recidivism. 
The inmates acquired industrial and 
agricultural skills. The nearby Ontario 
Agricultural College supplied instructors. 

Speedwell Hospital
By 1917, there was a rush to organize 
facilities that could accommodate the 
large number of  casualties returning 
from the Front. Six hundred thousand 
Canadian soldiers served in the First 
World War. Returning soldiers had a 
variety of  physical and mental ailments.

The Reformatory was converted to a 
military hospital in 1917 and treated 
soldiers until 1921. It was the largest 
convalescence hospital in Canada for 
rehabilitation. Other convalescence hospitals specialized in the treatment of  illnesses, such as 
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Greenhouse Instruction at Speedwell Hospital, 1919 
Photo courtesy of  Guelph Museums

Making Hospital Appliances at Speedwell
Photo courtesy of  Guelph Museums 

Guelph Reformatory             Photo courtesy of  Guelph Museums



October Lecture: 
Guelph’s Maritime History and “The Case 

of  the disappearing old tar”

David Knight gave the October lecture. He discussed 
Guelph’s maritime history and “the case of  the disap-
pearing old tar.”

Mr. Knight mentioned the “City of  Guelph”, which 
was a side paddle-wheel steamer used on Puslinch Lake 
between 1880 and 1890. It was financed and owned by 
George Sleeman. The paddle boat was scuttled and is 
still located at the bottom of  the lake. 

John Taylor was born in 1775. In 1834, he moved 
to Canada and settled in Paisley Block, Guelph Town-
ship. He was among the second wave of  settlers in the 
Paisley Block.

Prior to emigrating to Canada, Taylor served on the 
HMS Alcmene. He was recognized for bravery when he 
saved dispatches from Napoleon Bonaparte that were 
thrown overboard from a French gunboat. As a result, 
he received an annuity of  20 pounds per year for life

Taylor was the original settler on Lot 13, Conces-
sion 1, Division B, Guelph Township. He wrote one 
of  Guelph’s earliest poems, entitled “The Paisley Block 
Ball” in 1836. Leo Johnson mentions the poem should 
be sung to the music of  “The Wearing of  the Green”.

the one in Cobourg, which treated shell shock and one 
in Whitby, which treated psychiatric illnesses. Speedwell 
was also the second largest tuberculosis hospital in 
Canada. 

During WW1, there were a change in attitude toward 
the treatment of  returning soldiers. Treatment was 
viewed as an opportunity to rehabilitate, re-employ and 
re-educate veterans. The government was to provide 
special opportunity for returning soldiers that were not 
available to civilians. Speedwell provided not only medical 
facilities but vocational training. At the convalescence 
hospital, veterans were taught subjects such as plant 
agriculture, weaving, cabinetry, and mechanics training. 
Instructors from the Ontario Agricultural College were 
used.

In 1919, there was a disruption at Speedwell. It started 
because the enlisted soldiers objected to better paying 
jobs going to civilians. The returning soldiers felt that 
they were not getting a “square deal”. The dispute was 
indicative of  the types of  tensions that arose between 
veterans and civilians in the post-war period. 

Paisley Block Ball (excerpt from poem)

Think of Great Columbus, that man of wealth and 
fame
Who found out this great continent that should have 
borne his name
In his voyage of discovery no dangers did appal.
Or we might not now be singing at a Paisley Block Ball

Chorus
At a Paisley Block Ball,
At a Paisley Block Ball,
Or we might not now be singing
At a Paisley Block Ball.

Our old Mother Country, the land of the brave,
So deeply sunk in debt, the sponge can only save;
The thought of a civil war we did not like at all,
For fighting’s not so pleasant as a Paisley Block Ball.

Chorus
At a Paisley Block Ball,
At a Paisley Block Ball,
For fighting’s not so pleasant 
At a Paisley Block Ball.

Cafeteria of  the Speedwell.            Photo courtesy of  Guelph Museums

Soldiers are in Machine shop, Speedwell Hospital. 
Photo courtesy of  Guelph Museums



The Guelph Historical Society and Knox Presbyterian 
Church hosted Smile Theatre in May 2015.  
Approximately 120 people attended the free  
performance of “In Flanders Fields”, a tribute to John 
McCrae, his famous poem, and WWI.

The musical production was based on the life of Lt.-
Col. John McCrae–soldier, doctor and poet–writer 
of “In Flanders Fields”. Set during the great Battle of 
Ypres in WW1, the story weaved through his life as 
John shared his past with his dear friend Lt. Helmer.
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As part of  the Society’s initiatives to commemorate 
the centenary of  the writing of  the poem “In Flanders 
Fields,” Dr. Debra Nash-Chambers gave a special guest 
lecture in May at Knox Presbyterian Church.

“In Flanders Fields” was written following the Second 
Battle of  Ypres. It is one of  the most widely known 
First World War poems and has become part of  our 
popular memory. 

McCrae: The Soldier
McCrae was a staunch Presbyterian from a proud mili-
tary family. His father David McCrae rose to the rank of  
Captain. John served in the South African War and was 
considered a brave and capable officer. John epitomized 
service to King and Country. The Guelph Herald stated 
that McCrae had a keen sense of  duty and would not 
hesitate to do what is right.

McCrae: The Doctor 
John graduated from University of  Toronto in 1894 and 
received his MD in 1898. Throughout his medical career, 
he displayed brilliance. He interned at John Hopkins 
Hospital in Baltimore where he studied with famed Ca-
nadian physician William Osler. He was considered one 
of  the most talented physicians of  his generations.
 
In 1914, John was in England when war was declared 
and he returned to Canada to enlist. As a surgeon/
soldier, McCrae understood the horrors of  war and he 
witnessed the immense sacrifice of  life. 

McCrae: The Poet
John’s ability as a writer and poet were well-known. 
He was a fabled story-teller and this skill is one of  the 
reasons he was invited to join Governor General Grey 
on his travels. He had a great command of  language and 
his poetry demonstrates his thoughtfulness. With the 
publication of  “In Flanders Fields,” McCrae was thrust 
into the spotlight. 

Poppy as Symbol of  Remembrance 
In 1918, Moina Michael read the “In Flanders Fields” 
in the Ladies Home Journal was inspired to write “We 
shall keep the faith”, one of  many response poems. She 
spearheaded the Flanders Fields Memorial Poppy Fund. 
The poppy remains a symbol of  remembrance and 
sacrifice. 

In Flanders Fields: 100th Anniversary
Local and National Initiatives

• Commemorative Coin, Royal Canadian Mint
• Commemorative Stamp, Canada Post
• Canadian Medical Hall of Fame Induction,  

Canadian Medical Association
• McCrae Statue, Ottawa and Guelph
• McCrae House Renovation
• Remembering In Flanders Fields Juried Art Show
• A Night in Flanders Theatre production
• Commemorative Day lily, Poppy, Rose

Guelph Remembers Lieutenant-
Colonel John McCrae

GHS Sponsors Musical  
Production
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December 1, 2015
Speaker: Susan Ratcliffe
Topic: “Getting to Know You: Stories 
of  Guelph’s Famous,  
Infamous, and Not-So-Famous”

FIND OUT ABOUT GUELPH  
PERSONALITIES, THEIR LIVES AND 

HABITATS. 
YOU’LL BE SURPRISED!

  
After spending 31 years as an English teacher, Susan retired into life. 

She now works part time as a reference librarian at the Guelph Public 
Library, writes a monthly column for the Guelph Mercury, and is a com-
mitted advocate for heritage both in Guelph and in Ontario. 

She is past-President of  Architectural Conservancy Ontario and 
President of  its Guelph and Wellington branch. She has been a histori-
cal walking tour guide for the Guelph Arts Council for 27 years, co-
ordinator of  Jane’s Walks Guelph and Doors Open Guelph, and Chair 
of  the Board of  Directors of  the Eden Mills Writers’ Festival. For the 
past five years, she has been an assistant lighthouse keeper at Cabot 
Head Lighthouse on the Bruce Peninsula where she has recently joined 
its Board of  Directors.

February 2, 2016
Speaker: Jennifer Harris
Topic: Recovering 19th Century Ontario Black Voices
Location: Guelph Black Heritage Society, 83 Essex Street

March 1, 2016 
Speaker: Dennis Johnson 
Topic: Arthur Cutten

April 5, 2016
Speaker: John McDonald 
Topic: Halton Region and Wellington County

Unless otherwise specified, all lectures are held at 7:30 p.m. at  
St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, 161 Norfolk Street.
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Membership Renewals
Membership renewals are due in January 2016. Memberships can be 

renewed at any of  our public lectures or online at: 
www.guelphhistoricalsociety.ca/membership.php


