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FORC ‘zoomed’ its way during 
quarantine into official partnership

The Friends of Roselawn Centre board of directors 
now has a seat at the table. And the table belongs to the 
board of the Port Colborne Historical & Marine Museum. 

We are so happy to be working with the museum board 
and the City of Port Colborne. FORC has come a long 
way in our collaboration efforts.

During the Covid19 quarantine of the past year, we 
didn’t meet at tables across from each other, in the same 
room, but from our own tables at home, via Zoom, the 
online meeting place we never heard of until the global 
pandemic. We zoomed our way into the auspices of 
the museum board, with blessing from city hall, as we 
maintain our own autonomy. Win win win.

The partnership will be of benefit to the City of Port 
Colborne—which owns the Roselawn heritage mansion 
and property—to the museum, for being stewards of 
our local history, and to our Friends of Roselawn Centre 
team. As a liaison to the museum and the city, former 
FORC chair Arlene Lessard will represent the Friends of 
Roselawn Centre.

FORC goals continue to be to facilitate art and culture 
events at Roselawn, and in the community, and to continue 
to help restore and maintain the beautiful Roselawn 
Victorian mansion.

We have been successful in fundraising and in 
promotion of local arts and culture through events such 
as our Christmas Markets, seasonal art events, Binational 
Doors Open events, special events including An Evening 
with Anna Olson, along with our 50/50 draws, virtual art 
auctions and our generous capital campaign supporters 
and sponsors.

A big shout-out to Stephanie Powell Baswick, director-
curator of the Port Colborne Historical & Marine Museum 
for her awesome support and excellent suggestions, and 
to Greg Higginbotham, the city’s tourism coordinator 
for his support in representing our interests, and to Ward 
1 City Councillor Donna Kalailieff who has been a 
strong advocate and formal representative for Friends of 
Roselawn to the city. We look forward to our collaboration 
with the museum board and tourism department, for their 
guidance and expertise. 

Guess who’s 
your new chair
Gail Atkinson Todd is the new chair of 

the Friends of Roselawn Centre board of 
directors. It was a unanimous decision.

After four years, Arlene Lessard’s 
term as chair of our board was coming 
to an end. It was to have ended two years 
before, but well, she was such a great 
leader, no one would let her go. She’s 
been with Friends of Roselawn since its 

inception, served as secretary, capital 
campaign chair, event coordinator, and 
just about every other role. She reminded 
us two years ago someone must replace 
her, as set out in our official operating 
terms of reference. She reminded us last 
year. She reminded us a month before 
our annual general meeting in May. 
Then suddenly May came. 

Despite Gail’s many objections, “I don’t know how, I don’t 
know what, I have no time, I’m a sailor, not a captain, I’m 
a foot soldier, not a general,” her colleague board members 
were relentless, and voted, via zoom, to induct her as the 
leader of the team, the captain of the ship, the chair of the 
board, for 2021, “for a term of one year,” she agreed.

“Arlene set a high bar,” said Gail, “and she did it with 
grace, patience, professionalism, and perseverance. All of 
those qualities I must learn, and nurture.”

We all share a passion for and a commitment to Roselawn. 
It’s why we signed up a decade ago when William J. Thomas 
rallied the troops in 2012 to save the place from the auction 
block. It’s why we followed leaders including Bill Thomas, 
followed by Nancy Misener, Kevin Rawlings, Laurie Pye 
and Arlene Lessard—to keep the doors open, the building 
safe and secure from sale, and to continue the legacy of 
the mansion as a meeting place, a unique gathering place 
for celebrations, feasts, families, artists, authors, actors, 
musicians, comedians, a destination for visitors, a place of 
which residents can be proud.

“As a reporter-photographer, we covered every art 
opening, every play, every concert and special event at 
Roselawn,” said Gail, the publisher of the award-winning 
Leader weekly newspaper from 1996 to 2006. “I’ve loved 
the place, and its history, for a long time. Our board, and 
our members, have many wonderful memories of the grand 
old home. I’ll do my best to keep that bar high, set by like-
minded predecessors for whom I have the greatest respect.”
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Meet our fabulous fearless new leader
Museum curator 
is now Roselawn 
manager, too
By Stephanie Powell-Baswick
PC Historical & Marine Museum

It’s official!
Port Colborne city council approved 

a staff recommendation May 10 that 
“Council appoint a member of the 
Friends of Roselawn Centre to The Port 
Colborne Historical and Marine Muse-
um Board and that the Director/Curator 
of the Port Colborne Historical & Ma-
rine Museum be responsible for the gen-
eral management of Roselawn Centre.”  

On behalf of the board and staff, I 

express our excitement with this new 
partnership. We are grateful we will be 
working so closely with a group of dedi-
cated volunteers who share the same 
passion for heritage, culture and arts that 
we do. 

Arlene Lessard has wasted no time 
getting to work, and has already joined 
two of our board meetings as the Friends 
of Roselawn Centre liaison. 

I look forward to when we can all sit 
down together, but for now, let me tell 
you a little about myself. 

I majored in Art History and Japanese 
Studies at McMaster University with a 
minor in International Justice and Hu-
man Rights. 

I received museum training from the 
Ontario Museum Association, and had 
the opportunity to further my experience 
through positions at the McMaster Art 

Gallery, Mackenzie Heritage Printery 
Museum, Old Fort Erie, and McFarland 
House before being offered the position 
of Assistant Curator in my hometown of 
Port Colborne. Newly wed at the time, 
my husband Paul and I moved back to 
Port Colborne. We now have two adult 
children Ella and Max, a faithful dog 
Harvey, and a goldfish named Dave. 

I am thrilled that I will get to be part 
of making more connections and pro-
viding a place for others to come and see 
this unique asset in Port Colborne. 

Just a few weeks ago, Catherine Wy-
lie, the artist who picked Roselawn as 
her image for the Port Colborne Tapes-
try Project, spoke about her family con-
nections to the mansion and how she has 
always loved the architecture of Rose-
lawn. Roselawn has a significant pres-
ence in our community. 

Stephanie Powell-Baswick, director curator of Port 
Colborne Historical & Marine Museum, is the new 
manager of Roselawn Centre, and the new partner, 
with the museum board, of the Friends of Roselawn 
Centre board of directors.
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Catherine Wylie’s Roselawn, one of many local scenes skillfully em-
broidered by museum members and volunteers, part of a pandemic 
make-at-home kit to become the Port Colborne Tapestry Project.

Share the joy and pride: Buy a membership for someone you love
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What Roselawn 
means to me

We asked colleagues, members, and friends to tell us 
what Roselawn means to them, or to share a memory of 
Roselawn. If you’d like to share an experience, a cherished 
memory, a photo, please email us, or post on our Face-
book page.

My first visit to Roselawn was as a high school stu-
dent. I walked across the street from Port Colborne 
High School and attended a luncheon with hosts from 
the Port Colborne Rotary Club. I was a Rotary ex-
change student destined for Japan in my senior year. 

I was impressed with the architecture and the 
grandeur of the mansion. Despite the fact that I was 
a teenager in a room full of professional men and 
women, the place had the ability to make me feel at 
home. 

Throughout the years I have had the opportunity 
to attend many events in the theatre and the mansion. 

Roselawn was a welcoming place where I met 
with others, connected with writers, artists, volun-
teers, community members and newcomers. 

—Stephanie Powell Baswick

Are you looking forward to going back to Rose-
lawn Centre? I sure am. Are you missing Showboat 
Festival Theatre, bands, dancing, Christmas Market 
and art shows? Me too.

I miss listening to the cool sounds of the Toronto 
All Star Band on the lawn, and when there isn’t a 
big band, I love to just meander along the path and 
through the gardens at Roselawn.

One of my fondest memories was meeting Anna 
Olson, and seeing her speak on stage. It’s always 
such a thrill to meet famous Canadians, up close and 
personal, in “our house.”

I’m so proud of the historical and educational im-
portance of the Roselawn mansion. Of course you’ve 
heard of the ghosts who haunt the mansion. Have 
you seen one? 

Roselawn greets us with a splendidly restored ex-
terior, a sign of the dignity of the past. Once worn 
and sad, the entrance welcomes everyone to enter.

Well, I have many years of memories, and hope for 
many more. Hope to see all of you there soon.

—Cheers! Arlene Lessard

Be part of the museum’s  
diversity arts project

Join the Port Colborne Historical & Marine 
Museum to celebrate diversity in Port Colborne 
with the flowerpot arts project.

Paint a flowerpot with your interpreta-
tion of our diverse heritage, past and present. 
The painted pots will be dislayed on museum 
grounds during the Civic Holiday weekend in 
August. You don’t need to be an artist to apply; 
anyone is welcome to sign up. Pots and paints will be provided. What 
a great project for grandparents and grandchildren, or get the cousins, 
or the neighbourhood children together in the backyard. Call the mu-
seum 905-834-7604 or email dario.smagata.bryan@portcolborne.ca
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Carole Black Brisley
FORC-Showboat liaison

Exciting changes are underway at the 
theatre in the Roselawn Centre.

 Under the new agreement with the 
City of Port Colborne, Lighthouse Fes-
tival Theatre now has full control over 
theatre programming and will present 
year-round entertainment and special 
events.

  The City retains control over the 
mansion, the bar area, and the Presi-
dent’s Room. Lighthouse will manage 
the theatre, the backstage area, and the 
large workshop at the end of the build-
ing. The two Box Offices at the entrance 
have been renovated and redesigned to 
form a lobby and single Box Office.  

The former office space beyond the 
Box Office is being renovated, and a 
new bar has been designed. Patrons will 
be invited to gather in this area when at-
tending events at the theatre.

Local artists will be invited to display 
their work in the new meeting room and 
lobby once the theatre is well estab-
lished again. An art gallery like this has 
been in place in the Port Dover Theatre 
for some time.

As a long time member of both 
the Showboat/Lighthouse family and 
FORC, I am so pleased the theatre and 
the arts community will have this spe-
cial connection. Members of FORC 
have worked hard to support the arts 
and have often dreamt of seeing local 
artwork displayed and sold there. Some-
times dreams do come true.

We are so fortunate to have Derek 
Ritschel as our Artistic Director. 

Here’s a message from him ...

Derek Ritschel
Lighthouse/Showboat Artistic Director

As an artist I have always known how 
important an audience is to the overall 
performance of a show. 

In fact, you (the audience) are actually 
part of my development process. When 
I’m directing a show, I know the per-
formers will only ever reach about 85 
per cent of show intensity. Not because 
they can’t make the grade—our actors 
are some of the best in the country!—
it’s because performers are designed to 
perform, and you can’t truly perform 
without an audience.

Place an audience in front of the ac-
tors and it’s like watching thoroughbred 
racehorses take off at the bell. 

The performance brightens, the words 

start to sing… the actors have their fuel 
to reach 100 per cent .. that fuel is you.

Naturally your absence from Rose-
lawn Theatre has been deeply felt by 
us. We have missed you greatly, but we 
have not been idle.

Over the past year we have made 
some big moves. 

Continued on page 6

Lighthouse to run theatre at Roselawn
A year in the making, 
Lighthouse/Showboat 
signs management 
agreement with city hall

email us: friendsofroselawn@gmail.com
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Continued from page 5
An agreement with the City of Port 

Colborne has been reached where 
Lighthouse will be able to bring you en-
tertainment year-round. 

There will be live music and creative 
events throughout the off season and a 
full slate of summer theatre productions 
that are sure to please. 

To make your theatre even more en-
joyable we have revamped the lobby and 
bar areas and will have an art gallery for 
local artists year-round. We’ve installed 
new lighting fixtures in the theatre along 
with an upgraded sound system.

On an operational level we will be 
moving our set building needs to Port 
Colborne which will create jobs and ad-
ditional economic impact to the region 
via lumber, paint and building supplies.

In essence we have spent the last year 
preparing to welcome back the final in-
gredient of any vibrant theatre – the 15 
per cent I count on at the end of every 
rehearsal period: the audience. You.

And oh how glorious it will be to have 
you back! 

I am very much looking forward to 
showing you around your new theatre 
layout and spending time with you cre-
ating a performance venue we can all be 
proud of for many, many years.

Before he became Artistic Director 
of Showboat Festival Theatre in 2013, 
Derek Ritschel spent 15 years as an ac-
tor, writer, director and Artistic Director 
for Lighthouse Festival Theatre in Port 
Dover, just a stone’s throw, or so, from 
Port Colborne, southwest on Lake Erie. 

He has directly participated in 1,000 
Lighthouse Theatre performances in 
some way.

Since his appointment at Showboat 
Festival Theatre, Derek has been dedi-
cated to presenting high quality profes-
sional theatre with a focus on Canadian 
artists for the Niagara region, building a 
stronger subscription base, developing 

relationships with sponsors and donors, 
and investing back into the artistic com-
munity.

Apart from his success at Lighthouse 
and Showboat, Ritschel has performed 
in theatres across Canada, and in sev-
eral television programs and films. 

He served as chair of the Ontario 
Summer Theatre Association from 
2013 to 2015, and is a recipient of the 
Canada Council for the Arts Profes-
sional Development Grant. One of his 
favourite achievements as a Canadian 
theatre artist is merging Showboat Fes-
tival Theatre and Lighthouse Festival 
Theatre into one family.

Lighthouse Festival is thrilled to 
have entered into a five-year 
agreement with the City of Port 

Colborne to take on the artistic and 
facility management of the theatre at 
the Roselawn Centre for the Arts. 

The agreement gives Lighthouse full 
control of the entertainment offering at 
the theatre for the entire year, and the 
ability to upgrade the theatre space to 
better meet the needs of its patrons and 
artists. 

The heritage Roselawn mansion, the 
foundation of the Centre for the Arts 
will continue to be managed by the 
city, via the Port Colborne Historical 
and Marine Museum, and the Friends 
of Roselawn Centre board of directors.

Lighthouse started bringing its sum-
mer season to the Roselawn Theatre 
in 2012, a partnership embraced by 
theatre lovers in Port Colborne and the 
Niagara region. Attendance increased 
and annual subscriptions doubled, 
leading Lighthouse to increase the 
season from four weeks to the current 
10 weeks.  

Lighthouse is eager to continue to 
produce its summer season featuring 
five comedies, as well as present guest 
events and performances year round, 

once provincial pandemic guidelines 
permit. The theatre company is excited 
to deliver more local entertainment to 
Port Colborne residents and provide 
additional attractions to the city’s ro-
bust tourism offering. Lighthouse Fes-
tival has been developing relationships 
with guest performers and acts for 40 
years in Port Dover and is thrilled to 
offer those artists another venue with a 
dedicated audience.  

“On behalf of City Council and staff, 
we’re thrilled to partner with Light-
house Festival to manage the Rose-
lawn Theatre,” said Mayor Bill Steele. 
“Arts and culture are an important part 
of our community, and this opportunity 
will expand theatre and entertainment 
in Port Colborne for residents and 
visitors. We look forward to working 
closely with Lighthouse Festival to en-
hance the creative, artistic, and vibrant 
energy in the city.” 

“There is nothing more rewarding 
to a region than having a successful 
live theatre thriving in a community. 
It quickly becomes a place for people 
to come together and share. A place to 
laugh and cheer together. A place to be 
proud of.” said Derek Ritschel, Artistic 
Director of Lighthouse Festival.

Artistic director says he 
counts on us, the audience

Ladies, gentlemen: meet Mr. Ritschel

Theatre people to run theatre
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Almost a quarter of a century ago, I raised my hand at a 
city council meeting in Port Colborne to offer my ser-
vices as a volunteer. The meeting, mostly about money, 

was so contentious, and therefore so crowded, it had to be moved 
from the council chamber to a larger venue in the Royal Cana-
dian Legion hall around the corner. 

I was part of a core group of culture-starved locals determined 
to turn the flagging Port Colborne Club into a centre for the arts. 
The three-storey building was originally constructed as a fam-
ily farm home in 1860, a small majestic castle of Upper Canada 
Victorian architecture. 

After changing hands in the 1900s, it became an old boy’s club 
in 1957 where the town’s captains of commerce treated them-
selves to stiff drinks, good meals, and close-to-the-vest network-
ing. A bastion of male chauvinism that banned female member-
ship, by the 1990s it was done. The board tried to sell the building 
but there were no takers. That’s when we stepped forward, a 
small band of artistically-bent locals who believed music, the-
atre, and literature deserved a better venue than the high school 
auditorium. 

We were immediately set upon by naysayers: local private 
business people averse to competition, and opposed to the use of 
tax dollars for the arts. Apparently, tax dollars are earmarked for 
minor hockey, but not a kid who aspires to sing or dance, or write. 

The guy who spoke before me, Joe of Joe’s Place, was so dead 
against a new theatre which also might house a bar he … ended 
his pitch by saying he for one was not “going to kiss Shirley 
Coppen’s ass!” Shirley was the local MPP at the time and not at 
the meeting. I doubt she would have accepted the offer anyway. 
I began my pitch by stating Joe was playing dirty pool because 
the mental images of kissing Shirely Coppen’s ass sent 15 guys 
running for the Belmont Hotel … and they were my supporters!

Having just come off the book tour with Hey! Is That Guy 
Dead Or Is The Skip?!, I was only too anxious to see the club’s 
curling rink turned into an intimate theatre. 

So, I raised my hand and offered to start an author’s series in 
Port Colborne, if the curling club did indeed become the arts cen-
tre we were determined to create. Making Margaret Mead proud 
of us—Never underestimate the power of a small group of de-
termined people to change the world. In fact, it is the only thing 
that ever has—we won the day. Government money was spent 
on skilled labourers and in no time, the private club was con-
verted into a beautiful 300-seat theatre with a stage, two bars, and 
enough salons for every artsy small town endeavour imaginable. 
Our point was that introducing our kids to plays and concerts and 
authors’ readings is just as important as getting them into minor 
sports. 

I like to think the circa-1860 stately homestead had never been 
in better, more altruistic hands. 

Having met a lot of authors on 
my book tours, I somehow man-
aged to convince seven of them to 
come to the Roselawn Centre that 
first season. 

The Canadian Author’s Series 
ran on the last Thursday of every 
month. Guest writers read from 
their latest work for 30 or 40 min-
utes, then fielded questions from 
the audience. 

Before the show, we took them 
to dinner at a local restaurant, and 
to a local pub for a post-show 
nightcap, if they were so inclined. 

I did the first reading myself 
from the newly released Malcolm 
and Me - Life in the Litter Box. 
Career bank robber Stephen Reid 
had sent me a nice note about 
my book and I quickly booked 
him to do the third reading, after 
historian Micheal Bliss. Authors 
Peter MacDonald, Arthur Black, 
John Habron, and Stevie Cam-
eron completed the first series of 
monthly readings. 

Cultural events in small towns 
are busting out all over these days. But in 1994? Some days it 
was like trying to organize a tasting of fine wines in Carnduff, 
Saskatchewan.

Mike Bullard showed why he was the funniest standup comic 
in Canada. With an unforgettable two-hour routine, he left the 
audience standing and cheering and begging for more. 

Comedian Sandra Shamas held the same audience in her hand 
like a hunk of playdough, squeezing it half to death then letting it 
breathe until it burst out in laughter, as she liked. 

I asked Sandra not to use the “f-word.” 
“Not once,” was her reply.

 Continued on page 11

Will you welcome, please ...

William. J. Thomas was 
founder and host of the 
Canadian Authors Series - 
Readings at the Roselawn 
from 1994 to 2014. Margaret 
Atwood, Farley Mowat, Mary 
Walsh, Pierre Berton, Arthur 
Black, Margaret Trudeau, and 
Conrad Black were among 
almost 200 authors to come 
to Port Colborne. We are 
delighted, and honoured to 
present this  chapter from his 
book “Small Town Living.”

Author, series host 
William J. Thomas 
shares 20 years of 
Readings at the Roselawn
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What Roselawn 
means to me
The Roselawn Centre is an im-
portant part of the arts and cul-
ture community here in Port Col-
borne. 

Together with the Friends of 
Roselawn, the City is able to cre-
ate a vibrant and creative cultural 
life for our residents and visitors. 
As a community anchored in re-
silience, I’m confident as we continue to navigate 
the COVID-19 pandemic and begin to reopen, the 
Roselawn Centre will once again become a sustain-
able artistic hub, fostering the development of visual, 
literary, performing and heritage arts.

—Port Colborne Mayor Bill Steele

When I think about 
Roselawn Centre, my 
mind immediately 
travels to the UK, 
where historic homes 
and stately castles are visited by tens of millions of 
UK adults annually. There’s good reason for that. 
The rising interest in these homes and castles stems 
from the growing need among us to stay connected to 
the past. Roselawn Centre is a link to the city’s past 
which quite literally houses Port Colborne’s heritage 
within its walls and gardens. Like all heritage, in my 
opinion, we must continue to recognize its value, 
care for it, and enjoy the parts that make it so special.

—Greg Higginbotham
Port Colborne tourism coordinator

The value of a community arts and culture centre 
can not be over-emphasized, and I am pleased to be 
part of Team Roselawn again. My connections to 
Roselawn go back to my early youth listening to Don 
Horne tell ghost stories, to the first Authors’ Series, 
and latterly to the many volunteer events that cele-
brate, educate, and bring people together in so many 
important ways. Roselawn is a significant part of the 
culture and heritage of our beautiful community and, 
indeed, of Team Port Colborne!

—Ann Kennerly, former principal
Port Colborne High School

We shop locally
Our treasurer marks 5 years with FORC, 

reminds us to support business that supports us

By Glenda Buck CPA, Friends of Roselawn Centre treasurer
I just realized I’m celebrating five years with the FoRC!  It has 

been a wonderful experience and I’ve met so many super people. I 
started out helping with the capital campaign and then transitioned 
to membership chair. Last September, I also became treasurer. 
Some of the responsibilities on the financial side of our activities 
include ensuring the bookkeeping is up-to-date and tax receipts 
are issued, summarize event fundraising results, share the financial 
position at our board meetings, and ensure government reporting 
is completed.  We are a charitable organization so it’s essential 
proper accounting is maintained. I do love protecting FORC assets, 
but love more when we sign cheques to help pay for meaningful 
restorations to the mansion.

 

Here is a list of business partners who have supported our efforts 
for the past decade. Your membership to FORC is respected, and 
the business owners offer a discount when you, our members, buy 
their goods and services. Many of us have used our discounts spar-
ingly, if at all, this past year, as our business community struggles 
back from pandemic shutdowns. We need to thank them, and sup-
port them, especially now after the challenges of Covid19. 

Boggio Pharmacy ...........................15% off first Tuesday monthly
20% off last Wednesday monthly 

Canalside Restaurant Inn ..............10% off all food
Crews Quarters ...............................10% off purchases
JB Fashions ....................................Pays HST on your purchases
Eh Amigos Cantina .........................10% off entrees with beverages
Lemayzz’s Meats ............................One bacon bomb of your choice

with any $20 (pre-tax) purchase
Maple Meadows Farms ..................10% off fresh cut 

flower arrangements
Port Paint & Paper ..........................10% off paint (not applicable with

other discounts)
Smokin’ Buddha .............................10% off complete dinner for 2
Standard Time .................................5% off watch battery (non-luxury)  

10% off Bulova Clocks
Ridgeway Lavender ........................10% off in-store regular-priced

purchases. $2 off farm entry fee

We’re a volunteer group, yes, but there are always expenses. 
Your membership keeps us going—insurance, printing, postage, 
office supplies, to name a few. We are grateful you continue to 
believe in us and support us. Still only $15 annually; $100 lifetime.
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A confessional column by art committee 
lead Chris Summerhayes

I said it before and now I’m saying it 
again—I think we have beaten Covid-19 
—almost. As the kitchen-stool analysts get 
out of their armchairs, let me be the first 
to say I went crazy with online shopping. 

I spent way too much time on the social 
media sites, followed too many arts groups 
and then bought (almost) everything they 
recommended. 

Like many of you, I couldn’t do my reg-
ular thing, so I spent time in and out of in-
ternet rabbit holes. My latest art finds I felt 
were unique enough to buy so I thought I 
would share. 

I read (on one of those sites) that Prisma-
color was coming out with a new graphite 
pencil set. My go-to pencils have been 
Faber Castell, and my own custom set, but 
this was new and I had to get it. 

It came nicely boxed, and they are genu-
inely nice pencils. They held a point well 
and felt smooth. What surprised me was 
that this is not a new set, even though the 
Prismacolor site advertised it as such. 

The way it was boxed was new, but 
these are just the normal pencils. They did 
seem smoother than I remember, and they 

did get me try them again, so I guess that’s 
unique.

The second set was a set of Derwent 
Graphitint graphite pencils. I have used 
the inktint pencils which are basically an 
ink-watercolor-like pencil, and they are 
wonderful. Why wouldn’t this latest find 
be wonderful too? 

Well, they are. They too hold a point 
well and can be used either wet or dry. 
When you use a wet brush, the effect is a 
beautiful graphite/ink/color effect. These 
are definitely a home run. 

I also bought some more tubes of wa-
tercolor to refill my small carry around 
watercolor set and a new AFMAT pencil 
sharpener. 

By the way, I think the AFMAT is the 
best artist pencil sharpener if you like 
needle-like points like I do. Just remember 
that they don’t hold up to falls from a great 
height and if that happens you will have to 
buy another one. Like I did. 

I know we all found those unique, can-
not-live-without finds during our year-
long Covid19 hibernation on the internet, 
but now it’s time to venture back into the 
wilds, into our local businesses because 
they are way more unique than the internet 
could ever be.

I went crazy during Covid
Does anyone ever have enough art supplies?

Paula Jane Marie is one of the artists in Niagara 
who has an exceptional command of colour and 

size. Born in Belfast, Paula came to Canada with 
her parents in 1971. She discovered art early on 
and was encouraged by creative writers and art-
ists who came into her life. One uncle who was 
a painter and another who wrote novels helped 

foster her creative passion for drawing and 
painting. Paula has been a full time artist for the past seven years. 

“Art crawls into you and then makes it’s way out, whether through 
gardening, cooking, or painting.” Paula is drawn to large works of 

brilliant swaths of colour. It is not unusual to go into her Wellandport 
studio and see a four-by-six foot canvas on her easel. Follow her on 

social media, and her website paulajanemarie.com

She lives each day to the fullest, thanks to art
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The early days 
of our waterway
By Carole Black Brisley
FORC Historian

Today it is impossible to imagine our 
city without its canal, an imposing wa-
terway carrying enormous boats to dis-
tant shores. But there was a time ...

The first canal opened in 1827, but it 
wasn’t finished through to Gravelly Bay, 
as our area was known at the time. It be-
gan in Port Dalhousie and connected 
to the Welland River at Port Robinson. 
Ships then made their way along the 
river to Chippawa and then followed the 
Niagara River to Lake Erie. 

The Feeder Canal was built to provide 
extra water for the canal and stretched 
through Welland and Wainfleet to the 
Grand River at Port Maitland, bringing 
water from the Grand River to the canal. 

It was navigable by small ships and 
barges. The Feeder Canal met the 
Welland River at The Junction. The top 
of The Junction lock walls are visible 
today from the corner of Broadway and 
Prince Charles Drive in Welland.

The canal was completed from The 
Junction to Gravelly Bay in 1833, when 
the area was named in honour of Sir 
John Colborne, the Lieutenant-Gover-
nor of Upper Canada.

The hamlet of Port Colborne had tak-
en its place where the fledgling  Welland 
Canal met Lake Erie.

Wooden piers and seawalls and a 
guard lock were built at the end of Sug-
ar Loaf Road to prevent flooding of the 
canal.  A lock is a chamber of water en-
closed by gates, one at each end. Guard 
locks, or as they are now called, control 
locks, adjust the water level in the canal. 
Together with the adjoining weir, they 
account for the fluctuation in the level 
of Lake Erie and the difference between 
water levels in the canal.

Vessels travelling through the canal 
were hauled by “tow-boys” with long, 

heavy ropes,  driving horses and mules 
along  tow-paths at the sides of the canal.  
It was arduous, back-breaking work.

A devastating storm with hurricane-
force winds raged over the area with 
uninterrupted fury for several hours on 
Oct. 9, 1844. It hit the open harbour 
and shoreline at Port Colborne causing 
dreadful damage to the canal installa-
tions and sweeping away the wooden 
piers, locks and harbour. Engineers rec-
ognized the original structures would 
need to be redesigned and rebuilt. 

An extensive report later estimated 
“the great storm of Oct. ’44 raised the 
water at this place nine feet above its or-
dinary level.” 

Debris from the storm was cleared 
away, the harbour was enlarged, and the 
canal channel was widened and deep-
ened, over five years, from Port Dalhou-
sie to Port Colborne. Piers and seawalls 
were rebuilt in stone.  At Port Colborne 
a  new guard lock was completed in 
stone farther from the lake for more pro-
tection. The monumental undertaking 
was done mostly by hand.  Any blasting 
was done with nitroglycerine, a volatile 
and dangerous substance. Dynamite was 
not available until later in the century.    

Many canal labourers were itinerant 

workers, including Irish Catholics and 
French Canadians. Some had families in 
tow. They were a pretty rough bunch but 
life must have been brutally hard. 

 West Street was a notorious place. 
Snips from newspapers of the time give 
the impression the street was not the 
clean, quiet place we know today: “On 
Tuesday, a government official, while 
slightly inebriated, fired several shots 
from his revolver into the streets, nar-
rowly missing some boys who were 
passing. This gentleman is an excellent 
fellow when sober.”

To better understand the Second Ca-
nal, go to the southeast corner of Clar-
ence and West Streets and look over 
the wall. That first narrow chamber of 
water is the site of the original 1833 ca-
nal followed by  the deepened, widened 
guard lock in the same place. How small 
it seems to us now with the enormous 
present waterway in the distance; how 
grand it must have seemed then.  The of-
ficial opening was in 1850.

Sources: The Age of Sail by Don Anger; 
and many thanks to Museum Archivist Dr. Mi-
chelle Vosburgh for meeting me at the canal 
and answering all of my questions. Watch for 
news of Michelle’s latest Historical Walking 
Tour which will take place along the canal  as 
soon as regulations allow.       

Welland 
Canal
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Continued from page 7 
Technically, good to her word, she set a Roselawn record by 

throwing out the f-bomb not once, but 12 times. There went my 
Mennonite subscribers.

To great entertainers like Bullard and Shamas, the Roselawn 
Theatre felt like a large and comfortable living room. 

Joe Pistone, the original “Donny Brasco,” almost got us both 
arrested at the Buffalo-Fort Erie border when, as a former un-
dercover FBI agent he tried to pull rank on a Canadian customs 
official.
 Official: Where do you live?”
 Pistone: “Northeast United States.”
 Official: “Can you be more specific?”
 Pistone: “No.”

I quickly grabbed a copy of his book, throwing out details of 
his life, but really just begging to be let through, thereby not leav-
ing a sold-out audience staring at a lonely podium. 

The Customs offical, bless her heart, glared at Joe Pistone, and 
then curtly nodded at me to move on. 

Roger Abbott of the Royal Canadian Air Farce showed me that 
it was possible to be one of the wittiest men in Canada, and also 
one of the nicest men in the world. 

Being host of the series was great fun, and a ton of work. My 
mission became getting the author to town, and then to stage, and 
finally out of town, without any incident. It wasn’t always easy. I 
had Pierre Burton in Lucy’s Italian Cafe when a drunk staggered 
over, slapped him on the back and said, “so Peter, written any-
thing good lately?”

I will never forget the look of death on the face of Talwood 
Manor’s Judith Boroniec as author Wayne Johnson did a detailed 
and impassioned 10-minute on-stage tirade on how much he 
hated B&Bs. It was funny until I informed him Talwood Manor 
B&B was where he would be spending his night, and B&B host 
Judith Boroniec was one of my sponsors. Make that ex-sponsor. 

I will never forget being on stage with David Gilmour, his wife 
in the front row, as he stumbled into a matrimonial minefield and 
basically talked his way out of his third marriage. His bride had 
one rule — don’t talk about previous wives. And he didn’t, until 
his former father-in-law asked a question during the Q&A and 
David ventured down that treacherous memory lane as his wife, 
steam rising out of both ears, stormed out of the theatre. 

Reading from The Flight of the Eagle, but really trying to 
save face after serving two years in prison for fraud, the formal-
ity fell to me to make sure everyone who met Conrad Black ad-
dressed him as Lord Black of Crossharbour. 

Yeah, right. When I briefed Lucy before dinner, her eyes rolled 
so far back in her head I thought they’d never roll back. It was all 
very awkward until John Marsh leaned over and asked: “So Con-

nie, what’s all this Lordship bullshit about?” For that, John will 
always be known to me as “Sir Marsh The Earl of Cedar Crest.”

My nightly challenge was to get the author to the microphone 
before the two elderly ladies in the front row started snoring. Af-
ter all those author evenings, the thing I’ll miss the most is after 
hearing Marty Parr introduce me to warm applause, me franti-
cally beckoning the house manager: “for chrissakes Roberta, the 
door to the stage is locked again!”

I had a glass of single malt Scotch with the amazing Allistar 
MacLeod in the Winchester Arms when Pat, Port’s best barber, 
who’d had a few, walked over and told Allistar a really raun-
chy Rolling Stones joke, ending with “hey MacLeod, get offa 
my ewe!”

I was standing on stage next to Mordecai Richler during the 
Q&A as Margaret Barker rose to announce she had purchased ev-
ery book he’d ever written for her husband. After he thanked her, 
she profusely added: “and he hated every one of them.” Minutes 
of raucous laughter followed, until Mordecai could hear himself 
think, and assured Margaret he’d put a lot of big pictures in his 
next book … just for her husband’s sake. 

I asked a volunteer to call my publisher, author Anna Porter, 
three hours before she was to speak on the Roselawn stage, to 
remind her to throw an extra box of books in her car, and to make 
sure she was clear on how to get to Port Colborne. Anna was a 
little snippy: “of course I don’t need directions. I happen to have 
a summer home near Port Carling.” 

If the last minute-call check-in call didn’t happen, I’d have a 
300-seat sold-out event in southern Ontario, and the guest speak-
er driving around cottage country. 

And the number one moment of the authors’ series was years 
ago in the theatre lounge, after the reading, autographing copies 
of Margaret and Me, when someone in line asked my mother to 
sign her name which she did, again and again, with her signature 
getting bigger and bolder, until there was no room left for my 
signature, and we got into a fight about who wrote the damn book 
anyways. 

On the last Thursday of May in 2014, I raised my hand again 
in a crowded room, this time to say goodbye to the 189 authors, 
300 loyal patrons, generous and faithful sponsors—the Marshes, 
Tucks, Cindi and George, Jane Parr and Craig Spreigel— and 20 
consecutive years as host of Readings at The Roselawn.

Honestly, it was more damn fun than one man should be al-
lowed in a lifetime. I miss it to this day, but it was time to say 
farewell. 

Editor’s note: A year or so after Mr. Thomas retired from the Canadian 
Authors’ Series, Elizabeth “Putzy” Gravely and a team of Bill’s former 
volunteers regrouped and reorganized for the readings to continue at 
Roselawn, shuttered since 2020, due to the pandemic.

20 years of Canadian authors: Readings at Roselawn
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Your Friends of Roselawn Centre 
board of directors for 2021-2022

GLENDA BUCK 
CPA

FORC director, 
treasurer, membership 
committee chair, 
50/50 coordinator

CAROLE BLACK BRISLEY
Friends of Roselawn 
historian, secretary, 
newsletter editor
Showboat Theatre liaison, 
ambassador 
extraordinaire

ANNA MARIA CROGNALE
FORC director, 
newly inducted.
Long-time member, 
event participant & vendor, 
business community 
lead

ANN KENNERLY

FORC director, 
newly inducted.
Long-time volunteer 
and supporter

DONNA KALAILIEFF

City council mover 
and shaker, 
FORC municipal
representative

ARLENE LESSARD

Former FORC chair, 
administrator, 
event coordinator,
social media lead

CHRIS SUMMERHAYES

FORC director, 
art committee lead, 
recruitment committee 
lead

GAIL TODD

FORC newly inducted 
chair, fundraising event 
coordinator, newsletter 
committee lead 


